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Gender Economics in the Global South 1

Preface

Women’s conditions have massively improved in the past 100 years. The
structural transformation most countries have gone through has considerably
changed women’s lives from one generation to the other. Simply looking at
how my grandmother’s life differed from mine, or that of my mother, gives me
a sense of this dramatic change.

Born after World War I, my grandmother grew up in an Italian wealthy family
and was given access to secondary education. Fairly young, she married a man
of an aristocratic and wealthy family, but after he was captured during World
War II she managed to annul the marriage and married my grandfather. She had
again married a wealthy man, but this time her husband was a politically active
journalist of liberal and republican ideas. Yet he was an awful man at home. She
gave birth to three daughters, one after the other with little birth spacing and
no birth control. She never engaged in any economic activity and remained
financially dependent on her husband. Her position at home differed greatly
from her status as a citizen of the newborn Italian Republic, which granted
civil and political rights to women before family rights. Allowed to vote in
elections from 1945, women remained subject to a patriarchal family code for
much longer. In 1966 the trial of Franca Viola marked a turning point, as she
was the first woman in Italy to refuse to marry her raper at a time when, absent
any legislation against gender-based violence, the law instead absolved a raper
if he agreed to marry his victim. This legislation, in force till 1981, echoed a
popular custom that expected young (minor) women to marry their raper.

My grandmother’s life strongly differed from that of my mother, who was
free to choose her university field of study, her work activity, whether to marry
and with whom, and whether and when to have children. This is not to say that
all women of my mother’s generation encountered the same freedom as she
did. Italy still today scores the largest labor force participation gender gap in
the European Union — 19.4 percentage points against an average of 10 — and
gender-biased attitudes persist.'

The legal reforms and societal changes Western countries — and several
others — encountered during the twentieth century have much improved
women’s conditions and agency, setting them legally free to choose and
set their own lives. Rights, such as political rights, divorce, contraceptives,
autonomously owning a bank account, and signing a work contract, are fairly

1 https://ec.europa.cu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Gender_statistics#Labour
market. Thirty percent of the Italian population holds a biased view about women’s economic
role in the society and 54% believe that being a housewife is as fulfilling as working for pay
and that when a mother works for pay, her children suffer (World Values Survey 2017-2022).
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2 Development Economics

recent achievements that date back to less than a century ago. Despite these
dramatic improvements, worldwide most countries still legally discriminate
against women, while biased social norms and attitudes against women remain
common. Benefiting from a wealthy living condition did not make my grand-
mother’s survival any easier in a stringent patriarchal society. Italy’s rapid
economic growth did not help her escape violence. Apart from her own
resilience, it was the legal reforms and societal changes (especially the students’
and women’s civic movements) that came along with economic development
that allowed her to achieve her own freedom.

This Element questions the view that the structural transformation brought
by economic development will be sufficient to eradicate gender inequality.
Targeted policies granting equal rights and facilitating women’s access to the
labor market, along with a radical drift toward more progressive attitudes,
behaviors, and social norms, are a pressing need to be addressed worldwide.

1 Introduction

Gender equality is still far from achieved. The world is not on track to achieve
the United Nations’ (UN) Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) number 5
aimed at reaching gender equality and empowering all women and girls, nor
is it on track to achieve all the other gender-related indicators and targets of
the UN’s 2030 Agenda. Despite a remarkable increase in the human devel-
opment of the world population, be it in terms of life expectancy at birth, of
years of schooling, or of gross national income per capita, women’s living con-
ditions still lag behind those of men. As of today, the latest figures from the
Human Development Index show that men exhibit higher human development
than women across all world regions, in poor countries as well as in rich coun-
tries. Despite an increase in gender equality since 1990, recent trends show a
stagnating — or even reversing — situation since 2019. At the current rate of
progress, it will take 134 years to reach full parity, shifting the achievement of
SDG 5 to 2158 (WEF, 2024). The loss in progress is remarkable knowing that
in 2020 the global gender gap was expected to be closed within 100 years
(WEF, 2022).

While the factors contributing to this stagnating situation are yet to be
formally established and quantified, the global Covid-19 pandemic likely
played a pivotal role, both at the individual and at the country level. At the
individual level, containment measures and lockdowns increased women’s
domestic unpaid care workload and exposure to domestic violence. Across
high- and middle-income countries job losses, especially for low-educated
women with young children and unable to work from home, have been

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 169.224.197.5, on 27 Oct 2026 at 07:48:30, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of
use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009576369


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009576369
https://www.cambridge.org/core

Gender Economics in the Global South 3

significantly worse for women than for men, unlike other past recessions that
have historically affected male workers more than female workers (Goldin,
2022; Berniell, et al. 2023). In low-income countries women transitioned
from wage employment to self-employment, mostly in agriculture and other
unskilled sectors misaligned with their skill sets, widening the gender pay gap
(Alfonsi, Namubiru, & Spaziani, 2024). At the country level, the economic
impact of Covid strained countries’ economic resources, disrupting public
services, such as educational, training and childcare programs, that usually
facilitate women’s participation in the labor market (WEF, 2022). Following
the disruption of public programs, such as family planning, access to con-
traceptives, and prevention of child marriage and female genital mutilation,
it is estimated that 1.4 million unintended pregnancies, 10 million additional
child marriages, and 2 million more female genital mutilations that would have
otherwise been avoided are expected to occur by 2030 (WEF, 2024).

These budget cuts have been echoed by a decrease in bilateral Official
Development Aid (ODA) with gender equality objectives. The ODA share
devoted to gender equality projects and programs dropped from 45% to 42%
between 2019 — 2020 and 2021 — 2022, and disbursements have stagnated since
2020 (OECD, 2024). Of the 32 OECD Development and Assistance Commit-
tee members (DAC), 20 focused less on gender equality in 2021 — 2022 than
in 2019 — 2020. The slight upturn in 2023 did not restore the 2019 levels. In
2022 — 2023, no country had reached the international target of funding at least
85% of projects with a principal or significant gender equality objective, and
only the Netherlands and Spain had devoted at least 20% of their ODA to the
direct promotion of equality.” Out of the $68.7 billion per year committed by
the OECD-DAC donors toward gender equality, only 8.3% (equivalent to 3.8%
of total bilateral ODA) is directed to projects reporting gender equality as the
principal objective. The UN Trade and Development organization estimates a
yearly funding gap of $420 billion to achieve gender equality by 2030 in all
developing countries.’

Apart from recent crises and gaps in funding from the international com-
munity, the root causes of gender inequality are historical, complex, and
interrelated. Persistent discrimination in social institutions — the established set
of formal and/or informal laws, norms, and practices present in a society —
certainly contribute to the lasting inequalities and inequities that women face.
Still today, almost 40% of the countries in the world report a medium/high/very
high level of gender discrimination in social institutions (OECD, 2023).

2 https://focus2030.org/which-countries-support-gender-equality-in-their-official-development.
3 https://unctad.org/sdg-costing/gender-equality.
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4 Development Economics

Gender-unequal laws and social norms fundamentally dictate women’s and
men’s roles in the society, creating and reinforcing inequalities between men
and women. For women these include unequal access to work, asset owner-
ship, and inheritance, limited civil and political rights, and higher vulnerability
to violence. By restricting women’s and girls’ autonomy, discriminatory social
institutions have far-reaching effects on various aspects of their lives, from
sexual and reproductive health rights to exposure to violence, economic oppor-
tunities, political representation, and decision-making power in both the private
and public spheres. For the most part these laws, norms, and practices are deep-
rooted in societies and evolve little over time. Understanding their origins and
how they can be turned more egalitarian represents the object of a prosperous
academic literature in economics during the past 10 years or so.

As a matter of fact, analyzing the causes and exploring possible solutions
to gender inequality constitutes the essence of a blooming research field in
economics — as well as in social sciences and humanities — across the global
North and the global South. This Element aims at providing an overview
of a selection of cutting-edge research in development economics on gender
inequality while offering a snapshot of women’s living conditions using recent
worldwide data. Be it biased sex ratios, child marriage, or gender-based vio-
lence, possible determinants and solutions are analyzed through the lens of the
scientific literature presented in the following sections.

This Element more globally speaks to the role economic development plays
in gender inequality. While economic growth itself can help countries improve
gender equality by, for instance, facilitating a sectoral shift toward a gener-
ally more female-dominated service sector, targeted policies should provide a
more comprehensive push toward women’s empowerment. As will be shown
at various occasions across this Element, many indicators of gender inequal-
ity report a negative trend with GDP per capita, giving the impression that,
overall, women’s conditions improve with a country’s wealth. Yet, drawing
particularly from evidence on son preference and gender-based violence, the
reader will notice that discriminatory practices are still far from absent in
rich countries. In societies with a preference for boys, sex ratios have become
even more biased once access to sex-detecting technologies during pregnancy
became widespread. Scientific evidence documents the existence of son pref-
erence in some rich countries (Dahl & Moretti, 2008) and its persistence even
among immigrant communities in the host country (Abrevaya, 2009; Gonzalez,
2018). Likewise, recent data document that women’s victimization is far from
eradicated in rich countries. Worldwide, adequate legislation against gender-
based violence is still lacking, as only 12 countries have comprehensive laws
that address all types and forms of violence against women (OECD, 2023).
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Gender Economics in the Global South 5

The gender pay gap is still largely observed in both the public and private
sectors of rich countries and parity in political representation at national par-
liaments is far from reached. Waiting for a trickle-down effect of economic
growth to improve women’s empowerment risks being deceiving and empirical
evidence calls for targeted policies to end gender inequality.

The question then pertains to the effectiveness of policies for improving
women’s lives and achieving empowerment. The evidence reviewed in this
Element encompasses policy reforms to ban discriminatory practices and grant
equal rights to men and women, but also antipoverty programs, such as cash
transfers, life skills and vocational training, and interventions aiming at facili-
tating women'’s access to formal education and to the labor market.* As it shall
be discussed throughout this Element, some actions appear to be particularly
effective, including banning child marriage, improving women’s economic
empowerment, and increasing girls’ educational level. Other interventions, in
turn, such as providing equal rights to inheritance, offering life skills and voca-
tional training, or delivering unconditional cash transfers, present so far more
mixed results and their design and implementation pose serious challenges
depending on local constraints.

The legal reforms and societal changes Western countries — and several
others — encountered during the twentieth century have greatly improved
women’s conditions and agency. Women are today legally free to choose and
set their own lives. Rights, such as political rights, divorce, contraceptives,
autonomously owning a bank account, and signing a work contract, are fairly
recent achievements that date back to less than a century ago. Despite these
dramatic improvements, worldwide most countries still legally discriminate
against women and the great majority of the human population holds biased
social norms and attitudes against women.

This Element questions the view that the structural transformation brought
by economic development will be sufficient to eradicate gender inequality.
Targeted policies granting equal rights and facilitating women’s access to
the labor market, along with a radical drift toward more progressive atti-
tudes, behaviors, and social norms, are a pressing need to be addressed
worldwide.

4 The gender dimension is mainly analyzed in this study by focusing on women in the
global South, even though it does not embrace a biological definition of gender as the sex
(male/female) category does. The focus on women is mostly due to research in economics on
LGBTQ+ people being still scarce, especially in the global South, despite these communities
often facing significant challenges (Badgett, Carpenter, & Sansone, 202 1; Button, Carpenter,
& Feir, 2025).
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6 Development Economics

2 Development and Gender Inequality: A Bidirectional
Relationship

Arguably, the relationship between gender equality and development goes in
both directions, and both directions matter for policymaking (Duflo, 2012;
World Bank, 2012; Jayachandran, 2015). Development can decrease gender
inequality, as higher incomes, better institution quality, and improved service
delivery could enhance women’s empowerment by facilitating access to health
care and education, creating new job opportunities, and promoting equal rights.
Gender equality also matters in its own right and is a core objective in itself.
Besides, it is likely to increase efficiency, being beneficial to a wide range
of societal outcomes. Granting, for instance, equal access to the labor market
would substantially increase the labor force. And equal access to education
would improve labor allocation, increasing productivity and, more broadly,
enhancing a society’s human capital, with benefits spanning from labor pro-
ductivity to health and economic development. In sum, closing the gender gap
could boost development at large.

2.1 Gender Inequality

Despite recent progress in women’s life expectancy and education, their
socioeconomic outcomes are still today systematically worse than men’s across
all countries in the world. Gender gaps persist in a variety of domains, including
labor market participation, income, political representation, and legal rights.
These gaps are especially large in developing countries.

To get a sense of the magnitude of gender inequality, the Gender Inequality
Index (GII) developed by the United Nations Development Program provides
a useful cross-country comparable metric. The index covers 193 countries and
it is a composite measure accounting for gender inequalities in three domains:
reproductive health, empowerment, and the labor market.” High values indicate
high inequality between women and men. Importantly, the GII captures gaps
between women and men in the same country, providing a measure of women’s
conditions relative to men’s in a similar context — except for the reproductive
health dimension. In other words, it shows the loss in potential human devel-
opment due to inequality between women’s and men’s outcomes in these three
dimensions.

5 The reproductive health domain is measured by the maternal mortality ratio and the adolescent
birth rate, the empowerment rate is measured by the share of women with at least secondary
education and by the share of parliament seats held by women, and the labor market domain
is measured by female labor force participation.
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Gender Economics in the Global South 7

Figure 1 Gender Inequality Index (2022).

Notes: Author’s calculation based on data from the Human Development Report (2022).
The Gender Inequality Index is a composite index ranging from 0, where women and
men fare equally, to 1, where one gender fares as poorly as possible in all measured
dimensions.

The good news is that gender inequality decreased between 1990 and 2022,
as shown by the GII values dropping from 0.579 in 1990 to 0.462 in 2022,
corresponding to a 20% decrease relative to the 1990 level.® This progress
was achieved mainly thanks to a considerable improvement in the reproduc-
tive health domain, with a stark decrease in the maternal mortality ratio and
in the adolescent birth rate. Empowerment — measured by the share of seats in
parliaments held by women and by the share of women with secondary-level
education — has made some progress. The share of female members of par-
liament increased from 11.5% to 26.2%, a large change in relative terms, but
still way below parity. The gender gap in secondary education is almost closed,
as it dropped from 8.5% to 6.8%. In the past 30 years, the share of girls with
secondary education has been multiplied by 1.8 and the share of boys by 1.5.
The only indicator for which we observe a reversal trend is female labor force
participation, which has, in fact, decreased since 1990, passing from 51% to
46.8%, leaving a gender gap in the labor market of 27.1 percentage points.

Despite these long-term improvements, the GII has stagnated since 2019,
and the world is off track for achieving gender equality by 2030. A visual over-
view of gender inequalities is provided in Figure 1, illustrating the geograph-
ical distribution of the GII. Larger gender inequality persists in low-income

6 The GII scores range from 0 to 1, with 0 indicating that women and men fare equally and 1
indicating that one gender fares as poorly as possible in all measured dimensions.
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8 Development Economics

regions — mostly in Sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America, and South Asia —
relative to high-income regions, such as Western Europe and North America.

Looking at past trends from 1990 onward reveals, however, important
progress across all regions in decreasing gender inequality. The largest decrease
is observed in South Asia, Latin America, and the Caribbean, where the GII
dropped, respectively, by 32% and 30% relative to the 1990 level, scoring
according to the most recent available data (2022) at 0.478 and 0.386, well
below the world average. Progress also occurred in the Arab States, where the
GII decreased by 23% relative to the 1995 level, scoring today at 0.523, and in
East Asia and the Pacific, where the GII is today 18% lower than it was in 1998,
scoring today at 0.340. Since 2019, however, progress has stagnated across all
regions, apart from South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa.

A similar picture emerges from the Global Gender Gap Index (GGGI),
documenting gender inequality across four dimensions (economic participa-
tion and opportunity, educational attainment, health and survival, and political
empowerment) across 146 countries (101 since 2006). The GGGI can be inter-
preted as the distance covered toward parity, that is, the percentage of the
gender gap that has been closed. By 2024, at the world level, 68.5% of the gen-
der gap was closed. That is 0.01 percentage point more than the previous year, a
small improvement symptomatic of the stagnating situation occurring over the
past 10 years. At the current rate of progress, it is estimated that parity will be
achieved 134 years from now. Yet the world is not equally far from parity across
the four dimensions included in the index. The Health and Survival gender gap
has closed by 96%, the Educational Attainment gap by 94.9%, the Economic
Participation and Opportunity gap by 60.5%, and the Political Empowerment
gap by 22.5%. This means that parity in the Educational Attainment subindex
will be achieved in 20 years’ time, whereas it will take 152 and 169 years to
achieve parity in the Economic Participation and Opportunity subindex and in
the Political Empowerment subindex, respectively.

Progress in closing the gender gaps across these four dimensions has been
uneven across the panel of 101 countries followed since 2006. Despite being
still far from closed, the Political Empowerment gap reports the most signifi-
cant shift, where parity has jumped a total of 8.3 percentage points to 22.8%
since 2006. Notwithstanding this remarkable positive trend, no progress was
observed since 2015, apart from a small improvement in 2020. Small progress
was also observed over the past 20 years for the Economic Participation and
Opportunity gap and in the Educational Attainment gap, for which parity has
gained 4.8 and 4.2 percentage points, respectively. Yet the timeline to achieve
parity in the Educational Attainment subindex stretched in the last year from 16
to 20 years due to a drop in girls’ literacy rate and primary and tertiary education
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Gender Economics in the Global South 9

enrollment. Finally, despite the gender gap in the Health and Survival subindex
being almost closed, it has, in fact, showed a downward trend since 2006
(0.2 percentage points), dropping to its lowest level in 2022 (95.6%). The
timeline to achieve full parity in this domain remains undefined.

Current levels and past trends in closing the gender gap appear uneven also
across regions. The overall gap closed today by the countries in the global South
is below 70%, the region with the lowest parity score being the Middle East and
North Africa (MENA) (61.7%). The MENA region is also the one with the low-
est level of parity in terms of Political Empowerment (10.8%), well below the
world average of 22.5%. The Economic Participation and Opportunity index
scores the lowest in South Asia (38.8%), also in this case well below the world
average of 68.5%. Sub-Saharan Africa, in turn, performs better than the world
average in all subindexes except for Educational Attainment, closing the gap
by 86.7%, below the world average of 94.9%.

Looking at progress toward closing the gender gap across regions shows
that the overall rate of progress has been the highest in Latin America and
the Caribbean, where it has improved by 8.6 percentage points since 2006.
Sub-Saharan Africa and the MENA region had stable progress, averaging 5.6
and 3.9 percentage points. South Asia is the only region where performance
declined in the past 10 years, mostly due to a worsening of the Economic Partic-
ipation and Opportunity subindex. Despite substantial progress toward gender
parity till 2016 observed in this region, gender gaps have widened since then,
resulting in a progress rate of 7.1 percentage points for the period 2006-2016
but of 3.9 percentage points for the period 2006-2024.

Today, gender inequality remains widespread, especially in the global South.
While Latin America and Sub-Saharan Africa have made remarkable progress
toward gender parity, the MENA region and South Asia exhibit much slower
progress, especially in the past few years. Worryingly, the initial progress made
in the 1990s and beginning of the twenty-first century seems to be stagnat-
ing since 2019, or even since 2016 in some cases. Large disparities persist
in women’s access to economic activities and to political participation, with
most countries in the global South far away from achieving parity. These pat-
terns across the world pave the way for the bulk of recent scientific analysis in
economics looking for solutions to address gender inequalities.

2.2 Discriminatory Social Institutions
and Gender-Biased Attitudes

The persistence of gender inequality and its negative association with devel-
opment are well exemplified by the degree to which unequal opportunities and
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Figure 2 Social Institutions and Gender Index (2023).

Notes: Author’s calculation based on the OECD Gender Institution and Development
dataset (2023). The Social Institutions and Gender Index (SIGI) is a composite index
measuring discriminatory social institutions across 179 countries, ranging from 0 to 100,
with 0 indicating no discrimination and 100 indicating absolute discrimination against
women. It is calculated by first computing subindices for each of the four categories of
variables presented in the table, which are then averaged with equal weighting to obtain
the final index.

rights are embedded in the legal and institutional framework. Still nowadays,
we observe persistent discriminatory laws, social norms, and practices, such
as restricted women’s rights and civil liberties, that are among the main root
causes of gender inequality.

Recent data about discriminatory social institutions are gathered by the
Social Institutions and Gender Index (SIGI), providing information at the coun-
try level on four dimensions: discrimination in the family, restricted physical
integrity, restricted access to productive and financial resources, and restricted
liberties. The most recent data show that worldwide 40% of women and girls
reside in countries where social institutions exhibit high or very high levels of
discrimination against women (OECD, 2023). Fundamental rights, including
the right to work, are at risk and have already been legally restricted in mul-
tiple countries. A first glance at Figure 2 reveals that West and East African
countries, as well as Middle Eastern countries, are characterized by more dis-
criminatory social institutions than the rest of the world. While in the MENA
region no country reports a low discrimination level of social institutions, in the
African continent only four countries do (Ivory Coast, Mozambique, Rwanda,
and Zimbabwe).
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Figure 3 GDP per capita and the SIGI (2023).

Notes: Author’s calculation based on the OECD Gender Institution and Develop-
ment dataset (2023). GDP per capita is gross domestic product divided by midyear
population size. Data are in 2023 US dollars from World Bank national accounts data
and OECD National Accounts data files (2023). For more information about the Social
Institutions and Gender Index see notes of Figure 2. Size of circles relates to country’s
population size.

Crossing information about the SIGI with GDP per capita shows an over-
all negative trend, whereby social discrimination is less pronounced in richer
countries (Figure 3). Despite this general cross-country negative trend, there
are, however, important exceptions among both rich and poor countries. Saudi
Arabia and Qatar, together with other Middle Eastern countries, stand out for
persistent laws and attitudes biased against women, despite a high level of GDP
per capita. At the other end of the GDP distribution we also observe a variety of
situations. Poor and middle-income countries exhibit various degrees of social
discrimination against women, with some poor countries having a similar dis-
crimination level as rich countries, despite their fewer economic resources. For
instance, countries like Ivory Coast and Rwanda report a similar level of gen-
der discrimination as Canada and the United States of America, despite a level
of economic development similar to that of Bangladesh or Pakistan, where the
SIGI is, however, three times larger.

An insightful perspective is offered by looking at the single dimensions
contained in the SIGI (Table 1). While discriminatory laws are most present
in low-income countries, we observe that worldwide laws regulating family
affairs, access to abortion, access to work, and protection against violence are
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Table 1 The Social Institutions and Gender Index across countries’ income groups

Lower Upper
Low middle middle High
World income income income income
Discrimination in the family subindex (0-100) 37.77 54.73 52.15 32.84  25.22
Share of countries where:
Women do not have the same right as men to be either “head of household”
or “head of family”

and/or to be legal guardians of their children 3295 58.33 37.50 23.40 26.32
Women do not have the same right as men to divorce 42.61  66.67 58.33 34.04 26.32
Women do not have the same right as men to inherit 23.30  29.17 39.58 17.02 12.28
Child marriage is legal 17.05  25.00 25.00 8.51 14.04
Restricted physical integrity subindex (0-100) 2721  31.77 32.35 2647  21.25
Share of countries where:
The law doesn’t protect women against violence 37.50  50.00 43.75 34.04 29.82
The law doesn’t protect women and girls from female genital mutilation 11.93  20.83 14.58 10.64 7.02
The law doesn’t always protect women’s right to a legal and safe abortion ~ 46.59  54.17 62.50 4894  28.07
Access to productive and financial assets subindex (0-100) 27.05 43.39 38.85 23.19 14.63
Share of countries where:
Women do not have the same right as men to own, use land assets, 6.82  20.83 10.42 2.13 1.75

and/or make decisions over land
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Women do not have the same right as men to open a bank account

Women do not have the same right as men to enter all professions,
to work the same night hours,

or to work or register a business without permission

Women do not have the same right as men to acquire, change,
or retain their nationality

Restricted civil liberties subindex (0—100)

Share of countries where:

Women do not have the same right as men to vote or to hold public
and political office

Women do not have the same right as men to apply for national identity
cards or passports,

and/or to travel outside the country

Women’s testimony does not carry the same evidentiary weight
as men’s testimony

Social Institutions and Gender Index (0-100)

2.27

43.75

18.18

26.49

2.27

16.48
13.07

29.34

8.33

62.50

29.17

34.80

4.17

25.00
29.17

40.65

4.17

58.33

27.08

34.78

2.08

20.83
12.50

40.29

0.00

44.68

8.51

21.98

0.00

14.89
8.51

25.11

0.00

22.81

14.04

21.47

3.51

10.53
10.53

18.21

Notes: Author’s calculation from the OECD Gender Institution and Development data (2023). See notes of Figure 2 for more information

on the Social Institutions and Gender Index.
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Figure 4 Gender Inequality Index and Social Institutions and Gender Index.

Notes: Author’s calculation based on the Gender Inequality Index data reported in the
Human Development Report (2022). The dashed line reports a nonparametric estimate
of the cross-country relationship between the Gender Inequality Index and the Social
Institutions and Gender Index. For more information on the Gender Inequality Index
see notes of Figure 1. For more information about the Social Institutions and Gender
Index see notes of Figure 2.

the ones most commonly discriminating against women. Strikingly, one out
of two low-income countries does not legally protect women against violence
and more than half do not grant equal divorce rights or equal right to work.
In contrast, the right to open a bank account and equal political rights appear
to be the ones granted by most countries across the world — and this despite
the fact that worldwide only 27% of members of parliaments are women, such
that at the current pace it will take at least 40 years to reach parity in national
parliaments (OECD, 2023).

Discriminatory social institutions are part of the reason for large gender-
gaps in education, income, wages, access to health services, and so forth.
Crossing information of the GII and the SIGI shows a positive correlation
between the two (Figure 4), whereby countries with a higher level of discrim-
ination in their social institutions are also countries where gender inequality
is higher. The pattern is, however, not linear. In the bottom left part of the graph,
European and Central Asian countries together with North America report the
lowest level of both gender discrimination (0 < SIGI < 20) and inequality
(<0.2). Yet, for low levels of social discrimination (20 < SIGI < 30) most coun-
tries exhibit a considerably higher level of gender inequality, close or above to
40%, with some countries even bypassing the world average of 0.46. As the
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45-degree line shows, there are few exceptions where social discrimination is,
in fact, higher than gender inequality. This suggests that, while discrimination
in the legal and institutional framework is associated with gender inequal-
ity, most likely it is not the only factor explaining cross-country differences.
Removing legal barriers to equal opportunities may help in achieving higher
equality, but other factors, for instance discrimination rooted in biased social
norms and attitudes, might be a persistent and relevant setback toward gender
equality.

In fact, discrimination against women in terms of family rights, civil liberties,
physical integrity, and access to productive and financial assets often goes hand
in hand with gender-biased social norms and perceptions in the population.

The Gender Social Norms Index provides a general overview of gender-
biased perceptions across the world population. Recent data, covering 85% of
the global population, reveal that close to 9 out of 10 men and women hold
biased views against women. Nearly half the world’s population believes that
men make better political leaders than women do, and 2 out of 5 people believe
that men make better business executives than women do. Even in countries
with the fewest gender biases, more than a quarter of people have at least
one bias (UNDP, 2023). These biases hold across regions, income levels, and
cultures and are incredibly persistent over time.

Looking at data from the World Value Survey based on a panel of 38
countries — accounting for 50% of the world’s adult population for which atti-
tudinal data are available for both wave 6 (2010-14) and wave 7 (2017-2022) —
shows a stagnating situation. The share of people with no gender bias barely
increased from 13% to 15.4% since 2010. Strikingly, these numbers are quite
close for men (from 10.5% to 13.4%) and for women (from 15.5% to 17%),
revealing how deeply rooted discriminatory social norms are in the world popu-
lation.” Similarly, the share of people with at least one bias decreased modestly,
from 86.9% to 84.6%, the most common bias relating to women’s physical
integrity (justification of domestic violence and abortion).

Looking at changes in the Gender Social Norms Index single dimensions
reveals a more mixed picture. While justification for domestic violence has
decreased by 12 percentage points, abortion is seen as not justifiable by 1
percentage point more of the respondents. Discriminatory attitudes toward
women’s leadership in politics and in the economic sphere have decreased by
4 and 6 percentage points, respectively, even though opinions about women
holding equal rights and equal ability to work as men have worsened. Between

7 Looking at data from wave 5 (2005-2009) — covering 32 countries — reveals similar figures.
The share of women (men) without any bias corresponded to 16.5% (10.8%).
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2014 and 2022, the share of individuals thinking that men should have more
right to a job than women when jobs are scarce increased by 4 percentage
points. Likewise, the share of the population thinking that it is almost certain
to cause problems if a woman earns more money than her husband went up by
6 percentage points.

The presence of biased attitudes is stronger in countries with a high level of
social discrimination, relating to the role social contexts play in shaping peo-
ple’s attitudes. Beliefs and attitudes are shaped by interactions with people and
institutions play an important role in the persistence of social norms. When
laws and policies allow for discrimination, similar practices will be found at
home, at school, and in the workplace. Discriminatory laws and institutions
also make it difficult for women to challenge prevailing social norms. Discrim-
inatory institutions and social norms are an important challenge to women’s
empowerment and to the fight against gender inequality. Tackling discrimina-
tory social institutions and regressive social norms remains a global top priority
and has become the object of a recent literature in economics, representing a
promising future research avenue.

2.3 Development and Female Labor Force Participation

The question of whether development enhances women empowerment has at
first been analyzed by the economic literature in light of the trend of female
labor force participation at different stages of a country’s development. The
main drivers of women’s labor supply are usually identified by the standard
economic theory with the opportunity cost of women’s time and with the earn-
ings of the other adult household members. The former implies that a higher
wage will make work outside of the home more attractive — substituting away
from housework — but it will also have an offsetting income effect, decreasing
labor supply. The latter implies that the earnings of other adult household mem-
bers will have an income effect on women’s labor supply, decreasing female
participation in the labor market.® The key question is whether these factors
are affected by economic development.

Arguably, development may decrease female labor force participation
(FLFP) if it is limited to raising men’s productivity. In a context of gender-
segregated sectors, if the male-dominated ones are the driving force of eco-
nomic growth, women’s participation in the labor force is expected to decrease

8 Women’s participation in the labor market may face additional constraints, including (but
not exclusively) social norms about “acceptable” jobs for women outside of the home,
off-household jobs being often less compatible with at-home child-rearing (Boudet, 2013).
In addition, labor markets may not be fairly competitive, further restricting women’s access.
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Figure 5 Female labor force participation and GDP per capita.

Notes: Author’s elaboration based on data from World Bank gender data (2023). Female
labor force participation measures the proportion of the female population aged 15 and
older that is economically active during a specific time period. For more details about
the GDP per capita measure, see notes of Figure 3. The dash line reports nonparametric
estimates of the cross-country relationship between female labor force participation and
GDP per capita. Size of circles relates to country’s population size.

relative to men’s. Development may, in turn, increase FLFP if women’s wages
rise at least as much as men’s wages. This can occur if, for instance, female-
dominated sectors drive or substantially contribute to economic growth. The
order in which men’s opportunities improve compared to women’s significantly
influences how FLFP evolves with development.

The relationship between development and FLFP is probably best exem-
plified by the U-shaped relationship detected by Goldin (1994) for 1985 and
expanded by Mammen and Paxson (2000) to 1970, 1975, and 1980. Using data
from 2022 from the World Bank, I report a similar U-shape relationship across
all countries in the world in Figure 5. This figure shows that in very poor coun-
tries women are active in the labor market, with participation rates above 50%.
These are mostly African countries where women work in family enterprises
employed in low-wage and low-skill work activities, mostly informal and in
the agricultural sector.

As countries get wealthier, women exit the labor market, partly because
of the rise in men’s market opportunities and partly because of increas-
ing social barriers. Development at this stage is usually seen as driven
by the manufacturing sector, most often precluded to (married) women.
This gender segregation can be partly due to social norms about “acceptable”
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jobs for married women — despite it being quite common for unmarried women
to work in factories. Possibly the stigma put on husbands who let their wives
work in factories plays a role too, as no stigma is usually attached to white-
collar jobs that require higher education levels. Another reason for women
exiting the labor market at this stage of development might be the low wages
offered by blue-collar jobs that do not compensate for the opportunity cost
of working outside of the home. In this part of the U-shaped curve partici-
pation rate gets down to 20-30%, concerning mostly South Asian and MENA
countries (Figure 5).

As countries continue to develop, women’s education rises, pushing women
back into the labor force as paid employees in white-collar jobs, such as ser-
vices. Thanks to their increased education level and to social norms designating
as “acceptable” for women jobs in the service sector, FLFP goes up again.
This is often echoed by a decline in fertility rates and by less labor-intensive
domestic work. Most countries in this part of the curve are found in East Asia,
Latin America, Europe, and North America. An exception here is represented
by Qatar, where FLFP rates are much higher than those in the MENA region
and even higher than those of most other rich countries. Overall, higher levels
of development, measured by the GDP per capita, are clearly associated with
higher women’s participation in the labor market.

The U-shaped pattern is found not only across countries, but also within
countries when comparing households of different wealth levels. Recent work
by Bandiera et al. (2022) explores the relationship by FLFP and GDP per capita
by looking at five different household wealth quantiles across 115 countries
since 1990. The study illustrates that the U-shape pattern is present across all
wealth quantiles, but it is starker among poor women. Distinguishing between
unpaid and paid work, the authors detect a similar U-shape curve also for paid
work but only among women in the poorest quantile. While the prevalence of
unpaid work declines for all as countries get richer, with men and women from
richer households substituting unpaid work for paid work, in contrast, women
from poorer households “disappear” from the measured labour force, gener-
ating the U-shape pattern. This is unlikely to be explained by poorer women
consuming more leisure — as richer women, who can afford more leisure, do
not disappear from the labor force. Another possible explanation is that poorer
women quit unpleasant occupations or have to dedicate more time to domestic
unpaid work as countries get richer.

Focusing on Africa, the shift of the female labor force from agriculture to
the service sector explaining part of the U-shape relationship was found to take
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place since the 1970s (Dinkelman & Ngai, 2022).” Data from 2011 confirm that
African countries are on the declining part of the U-shape curve. Yet, for some
North African countries the FLFP takeoff observed by Mammen and Paxson
(2000) at a GDP per capita of $10,000 does not seem to occur. Tunisia,
Morocco, and Algeria present among the lowest FLFP rates, despite their
middle-income status. This contrasts with other countries of similar income
levels, such as South Africa, Gabon, and Namibia, where the rate of FLFP is
about double.'’

This is not to say, however, that high FLFP rates always coincide with high
levels of market work. The extensive margin of work activity can, in fact, differ
substantially from the intensive margin expressed by the number of work hours.
In other words, despite a large share of active women, the amount of time spent
in the labor market seems to remain limited. This can be partly explained by
the large amount of household work performed by women, which is higher for
women than men in every country of the world, and especially large in low and
middle-income countries. In this respect, it is worth mentioning that nowhere
in the world do men and women contribute equally to unpaid care work. World-
wide, women carry out two-thirds of all unpaid care work, spending on average
about three times more time than men on these tasks. "'

Distinguishing between the intensive margin in household work and in
market work, a negative relationship appears between development and weekly
hours of female household work (Bridgman, Duernecker, & Herrendorf,
2018), whereas the relationship is positive between development and female
market hours. While in the wealthiest countries men and women work sim-
ilar total hours, in the poorest countries women work significantly more
hours than men. This is mostly due to women devoting most of their time
to home production at low levels of GDP per capita, as already noted by
Boserup (1970).

9 Barely 10% of the African female labor force is employed in manufacturing.

10 Among the possible factors behind this divergent pattern is the level of discrimination in social
institutions that keeps women out of the labor force. According to the SIGI, Tunisia and
Morocco report a high level of discrimination, whereas South Africa, Gabon, and Namibia
report a low-medium level.

Worldwide, women invest more time in unpaid care than men, with the gap ranging from
1.7 times more in the Americas to 3.4 times in Africa, and as high as 4.7 times in the Arab
States (Addati et al., 2018). Each day, women devote about 4 hours and 25 minutes to unpaid
work compared to men’s 1 hour and 23 minutes. Over the course of a year, this disparity
amounts to 201 full-time workdays (based on an 8-hour day) for women, versus just 63 for
men (Addati et al., 2018).
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Even in countries where FLFP rates are high, such as Uganda, Ghana, and
Tanzania, the number of hours women devote to housework is more than double
the time they spend in the labor market. In these countries women work less
than 25 hours per week in the labor market but at least 32 to 48 hours per week in
home production (Dinkelman & Ngai, 2022). Besides, African women’s work
activities are mostly performed in low-skill, low-wage jobs, either on their own
account or contributing to family work without any monetary remuneration.
This makes the aggregate rate of FLFP hardly a good indicator of women’s
empowerment in such contexts.

2.4 Gender Inequality and Development

Notwithstanding the negative link between gender inequality and development
being well established, estimating the causal effect of the former on the latter
has proved much harder. Studies relying on cross-country comparisons face at
least two main challenges. First, cross-country and temporal variation in gen-
der inequality is likely to be endogenous to economic growth, which directly
affects gender disparities. This raises an issue of reverse causality. For instance,
we know that female education is higher in rich countries than in poor coun-
tries. While economic growth is fostered by a higher level of human capital of
both men and women, richer countries can provide more schools and of better
quality, facilitating universal access to education and closing the gender gap
in education. Second, gender inequality is usually correlated with other factors
that affect economic growth and that are possibly hard to observe, raising an
issue of omitted variables bias. Factors like civil and political rights, quality
of institutions, and so on likely boost economic growth while also decreasing
gender inequality.

Although most cross-country studies tend to confirm the negative associa-
tion between gender inequality and development or economic growth, a number
of studies find opposite results (for a review see Bandiera and Natraj, 2013).
Moreover, as illustrated by the analysis of female labor force participation
and GDP per capita, the relationship can be nonlinear, complexifying standard
empirical analyses.

The stringent requirements for achieving robust causal inference are often
the main constraint to providing causal interpretation of findings coming from
cross-country analyses. The answer to the question whether women’s empow-
erment can enhance development is probably to be found at a more micro level
where natural or policy experiments can be studied. The use of a microeco-
nomic approach relying on data at the individual level allows for a more focused
but methodologically robust answer. When it comes to the contribution of
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women’s economic empowerment — such as female employment and economic
activities — to human development, microeconomic evidence shows positive
impacts. The recent review by Balasubramanian et al. (2024) shows that inter-
ventions supporting female work activities improve women’s employment,
income, and physical health, as well as household consumption, education and
health expenditures, savings, and asset accumulation.

3 Son Preference

One of the probably most well-known consequences of son preference is
represented by the 100 million missing women across China, India, and Sub-
Saharan Africa (Sen, 1992). Despite women benefiting on average from a
higher life expectancy than men, an excess female mortality is recorded in sev-
eral developing countries where, from birth to old age, girls and women are
outnumbered by men.

Women, when provided with similar nutrition and healthcare, tend to out-
number men, as the women-to-men ratio of 1.05 in developed countries shows.
In Bangladesh, China, and West Asia, Amartya Sen estimated this sex ratio to
be 0.94, pointing to a deficit of 11% and corresponding to about 100 million
women “missing.”

Following the analysis by Amartya Sen, looking at the evolution of sex ratios
of births in China, India, and the rest of the world between 1960 and 2020
reveals an interesting pattern (Figure 6). Sex ratios started being skewed in
the 1980s when technologies to detect a child’s sex during pregnancy became
available. These ratios became more and more biased in the following 20 years
and especially in China. Since 2010 the trend has reversed and sex ratios are
becoming less skewed both in China and in India.

The initial work by Amartya Sen has been further enriched by show-
ing the different life’s stages at which women disappear. According to
Anderson and Ray (2010), 23% were never born essentially due to selective
abortion, 10% died during early childhood due to “girl neglect,” 21% encoun-
tered maternal mortality, and 38% died above the age of 60, mostly due to lack
of resources during widowhood.

Son preference, as captured by female excess mortality, presents different
patterns across countries. For instance, while the number and percentage of
missing women in India and China are quite similar, their distributions across
ages are quite different. The analysis by Anderson and Ray (2010) shows that
in 2000 in China 37% of all missing women were explained by prenatal
mortality — that is, selective abortion. In contrast, this phenomenon would
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Figure 6 Trend of sex ratios at birth in China, India, and the rest of the world,
1960-2020.

Notes: Author’s elaboration based on data from the World Bank, World Development
Indicators.

concern “only” 11% of all missing women in India, while it seems still absent
at that time in Sub-Saharan Africa. This is not to say, however, that there are
no missing women in Sub-Saharan Africa. In fact, their share is higher than the
share found in China or India: 47% against 31% in India and 34% in China. The
pattern is, however, different in Africa, where women start “disappearing” at
later ages. About 10.5% disappear during the first years of life, between 1 and
4 years of age. The largest share of missing women in Sub-Saharan Africa —
about 51% of all missing women — appears between 20 and 40 years old, mostly
due to the high rates of maternal mortality.

These different patterns across China, India, and Sub-Saharan Africa partly
reflect the different ways in which parents have historically manipulated the
ratio of surviving girls to boys by adopting reproductive behaviors such as the
practice of son-biased fertility stopping, by neglecting female babies (short
breastfeeding duration, lack of immunization, worse nutrition) or with sex-
selective abortion once prenatal sex-detection technology became available.

3.1 Reasons behind Skewed Sex Ratios

Among the reasons for the existence and persistence of son preference,
women’s lower labor productivity relative to men’s was proposed by Boserup
(1970). According to this study, the gender gap in labor productivity would
result from different farming systems, opposing the female to the male farming
system. The former is characterized by shifting cultivation with an active and
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intense role of women. The latter is characterized by the use of the plough,
employed by the men, to increase agricultural productivity. The male sys-
tem, more capital intensive, reduces demand for labor, leaving little room for
women'’s active participation and making them less valuable than men.

This hypothesis was formally tested — and confirmed — by Alesina, Giuliano,
and Nunn (2013; 2018). In a similar vein, Carranza (2014) shows that variation
in soil texture — determining the depth of tillage and hence the possibility to
use the plough — explains the variation in sex ratios and FLFP across Indian
districts. The larger the share of loamy soil allowing for deep tillage in a given
district, the smaller the share of girls aged zero—six years old and of female
agricultural workers.

The role played by the gender labor division in agriculture is similarly high-
lighted by Ebenstein (2021), who suggests that patrilineal land inheritance
also contributes to biased sex ratios. Skewed sex ratios are indeed predomi-
nantly found among societies practicing patrilineal intensive agriculture, where
land is passed to sons and never to daughters. Sex ratios are skewed mainly
among parents without sons, while families with at least one son have bal-
anced ratios. If son preference were due only to lower female productivity,
skewed ratios would be present for all family sizes. Moreover, in societies
with less land attachment, like “slash-and-burn” or nomadic cultures, sex ratios
remain unbiased despite women’s discrimination being present. Son preference
would hence appear when parents intend to transmit their own (valuable) land
to their offspring.'” Patrilineality would be even stronger in places where cap-
ital investments — such as the use of the plough — make the land even more
valuable.

The empirical analysis conducted by Ebenstein (2021) suggests indeed
that countries having experienced earlier the Neolithic revolution — that is
the start of farm agriculture — are more likely to be patrilocal and present
today more skewed sex ratios.'> Moreover, the author shows that in Sub-
Saharan Africa patrilocal tribes exhibit higher sex ratios than nonpatrilocal
ones living in the same country. While the causal interpretation of these
results remains limited, an interesting pattern reveals that the divergence in sex
ratios between patrilocal and nonpatrilocal tribes increases with children’s age.

12 It remains unclear why parents would prefer transmitting land to their sons and not to their
daughters. The same reasoning could in theory hold for matrilineal societies. This is even more
puzzling given that the author does not find a gender differential productivity in contributing
to the household subsistence.

This is also in line with the work by Hansen, Jensen, and Skovsgaard (2015) showing that
today’s cross-country variation in FLFP is partly explained by the timing of the Neolithic
revolution.
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This finding provides new insights against the common belief of son preference
being absent in Africa, showing that, in fact, it manifests itself at later ages and
mostly among patrilocal groups.

The importance of patrilineal land inheritance for the persistence of son pref-
erence is also highlighted by Bhalotra et al. (2019), who provide supportive
evidence for the hypothesis that secured property rights in a patrilineal system
reinforce son preference. The authors show that, following the land registra-
tion reform of West Bengal occurring after 1977, survival of boys in families
without a firstborn son increased relative to those with a first son. In contrast,
survival chances of daughters increased in families with a first son. This dif-
ferential effect on survival of children depending on the firstborn sex is in line
with a stark son preference attached to land inheritance.'* Further analysis by
Bhalotra, Brulé, and Roy (2020) shows that the 1976 Indian reform of land
rights, aimed at providing women with equal rights to inheritance of ancestral
property, resulted in an accrued son preference. Partly due to the stickiness of
the patrilineality social norm, behaviors such as sex-selective abortions, girls’
neglect, and fertility son-stopping are found to increase after the reform.'® The
1976 Indian land reform has indeed proven to be ineffective at granting equal
inheritance rights (Roy, 2015). Due to a persistent preference for boys, girls
kept being excluded from accessing parental wealth (mostly land), which was
transferred to sons by the mean of a testament, and were instead compensated
with a larger dowry and by keeping them in school for longer.

Another possible reason for the persistence of son preference relates to
the old-age support sons provide. As empirically shown by Ebenstein (2021),
skewed sex ratios are predominantly found in patrilocal societies, where sons,
but not daughters, remain living in their parents’ house upon marriage. Fur-
ther support for this hypothesis is provided by Ebenstein (2022), who shows
that in China, South Korea, and Vietnam, where pension schemes expanded in
recent years, the imbalance of sex ratios improved. Similarly, previous results
by Ebenstein and Leung (2010) show that access to the pension system is asso-
ciated with a lower imbalance of sex ratios following the expansion of the
Chinese pension scheme. In line with this, households without any sons were
more likely to engage in the pension program and to save more. These results
confirm the hypothesis that son preference is — at least partly — shaped by the
old-age support parents expect from their sons. As formal pension systems are
established, the informal reliance on sons diminishes, and son preference along
with it.

14 Similar result is found by Almond, Li, and Zhang (2019) in the context of the 1978-1984
Chinese land reform, though the mechanism put forward by the authors in this case is not
land inheritance, as landownership remained collective, but instead an increase in income.
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A final note concerns evidence showing that sex ratios can become less
biased when the returns to having a girl exogenously increase. Qian (2008)
explores the effects of an increase in female-generated income versus male-
generated income brought by an agricultural reform in Maoist China on girls’
survival and educational attainment of boys and girls. She finds that after the
reform girls’ survival increased in tea-growing counties, where women had a
comparative advantage in tea production and benefited from the increase in
price brought by the reform. Similarly, the work conducted in India by Jensen
(2012) shows that experimentally introducing labor-market opportunities for
educated unmarried girls has positive spillovers on younger girls, increasing
parental investment in their education and improving their health conditions.

Overall, the existence and persistence of son preference is documented in
a variety of settings and its origins can be traced back to preindustrial soci-
etal determinants. Scientific literature seems to agree on three main factors: the
historical gender gap in agricultural labor productivity, patrilineal land inher-
itance, and sons’ old-age support. A still promising avenue for future research
is to assess the capacity of policy reforms to divert this biased gender prefer-
ence. Land reforms have proven so far inadequate, whereas pension schemes
seem more effective, at least in countries with a tradition of sons’ old-age sup-
port. Increasing the economic returns associated with having a daughter also
seems to activate the right leverage. Further research could explore other types
of policies acting on a similar trigger and implemented in contexts where son
preference is still prevalent.

4 Child Marriage: Determinants and Policy Responses

Another stark dimension of gender inequality is the practice of child marriage,
a human rights violation with profoundly negative consequences on a girl’s life.
Young married girls tend to drop out from school earlier, experience early preg-
nancy with possible negative health consequences, lack decision-making power
at home, and are more likely to justify domestic violence and to be victims of
intimate partner violence (Jensen & Thornton, 2003).

Every year on average 12 million girls marry under the age of 18. Across
the world 640 million women have married before reaching adulthood,
with South Asia accounting for almost half of child brides (290 million)
(United Nations Children’s Fund, 2023). Worldwide, one out of five women
aged 2024 was married under the age of 18. As Figure 7 shows, the largest
prevalence of child marriage is found in the poorest countries, where two out
of five women aged 20-24 were married by their 18th birthday. While in some
contexts boys also happen to be married before adulthood, this phenomenon
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Figure 7 Prevalence of child marriage for girls and boys across countries’
income groups.

Notes: Author’s calculation based on data from the UNICEF 2015-2023. Country clas-
sification by income level based on the World Bank (2022-2023). The figure reports the
percentage of women and men aged 20 to 24 years who were first married or in union
before age 18.

concerns mostly girls. As Figure 7 shows, child marriage is not totally absent
in richer countries. As we shall see, this is partly due to the existence of laws
that allow for child marriage, most often with parental consent.

Figure 8 reports the 10 countries with the highest female child marriage
prevalence rates in the world. They are all in Sub-Saharan Africa, except for
Bangladesh. While in absolute numbers almost half of child brides are found in
India, West and Central Africa report the greatest prevalence of child marriage
(37%), followed by East and South Africa (32%), South Asia (28%), and Latin
America (21%). Despite the prevalence of child marriage being halved in South
Asia in the past 25 years, little progress has been made in the other regions. The
reasons for the persistence of child marriage are complex and have made the
object of a considerable literature, presented in the next subsection.

4.1 Determinants

The onset of puberty — age of menarche — is found to be an important deter-
minant of child marriage, whereby girls’ age of menarche varies between 11
and 16 years of age and influences the timing of parents’ decision to marry
off their daughters. Empirical evidence from Bangladesh (Field & Ambrus,
2008) shows that for girls aged 11-16 each additional year of delaying
marriage increases the number of years of education by 0.22 and literacy
by 5.6%. For each additional year of delayed menarche, a girl’s marriage is
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Figure 8 First 10 countries with the highest prevalence of female child
marriage.

Notes: Author’s calculation based on data from the UNICEF (2015-2023). Prevalence
of female child marriage measured as the percentage of women aged 20 to 24 years old
who were first married or in union before 18 years old.

deferred by 0.74 years. This not only affects girls’ human capital accumula-
tion, but also their health conditions, as girls marrying later are more likely
to conduct prenatal checkups, to attend more antenatal visits, and to vaccinate
against tetanus during pregnancy.

Also in the context of Bangladesh, one of the countries in the world with the
highest rate of child marriage, Asadullah and Wahhaj (2019) explore the role
played by the age of menarche in child marriage, using a within-household
analysis that compares sisters living in the same household. The study con-
firms that the onset of puberty is a strong determinant of age of marriage and
empirically shows that a one-year delay in menarche postpones marriage by
half a year. As a result, girls stay in school for almost half a year more, hold
less traditional views about gender norms, and their first childbirth is postponed
by almost a year.

Additional evidence from India (Chari et al., 2017) shows the intergener-
ational benefits of delaying girls’ marriage on child well-being. One year’s
delay in marriage increases the likelihood that children enroll in school (+3.1%)
and that they complete the required vaccinations (+4.6%); it improves their
weight-for-height z-score (+0.08) and their reading and math test scores.
Besides, women marrying later are found to decrease their completed and
desired fertility, partly thanks to a delayed age at first birth by about 0.8 years.
In contrast, the authors find a negative effect on women’s decision-making
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power concerning household decisions and on their freedom of movement out-
side of the home. As a main mechanism behind these intergenerational effects
of delaying age of marriage, the authors point toward an age effect, whereby
younger girls have lower status and bargaining power in the new household.
The main results are indeed confirmed among a subsample of girls without
education who got married before puberty. This brings the authors to exclude
other possible mechanisms, such as the educational one — women marrying
later stay longer in school, becoming more knowledgeable about childcare —
and the spousal choice — women marrying earlier may end up in systematically
different households.

While the onset of puberty can be seen as an idiosyncratic shock determin-
ing the age of marriage, recent evidence brings attention to the role played
by negative aggregate household income shocks. Such negative shocks appear
to matter for parents’ decisions to marry off their daughters because child mar-
riage represents one of the risk-coping strategies adopted by households against
negative income shocks.

Recent work by Corno, Hildebrandt, and Voena (2020) studies the contem-
poraneous impact of droughts on child marriage across 31 Sub-Saharan African
countries using data from 1994 to 2013 and in India using data from 1998.
The authors show that women aged 12-24 experiencing a negative income
shock — proxied by a drought — are more likely to get married in the same
year by about 0.3 percentage points in Sub-Saharan Africa, whereas they are
less likely to get married in India by 0.4 percentage points. Similarly, the likeli-
hood of child marriage (girls marrying between 12 and 17 years old) increases
by about 0.2 percentage points in Sub-Saharan Africa, while it decreases by
about 0.4 percentage points in India.

The theoretical argument put forward by the authors to explain these diver-
gent results between India and Sub-Saharan Africa lies in the different marriage
payment transfer systems present in these contexts. In Sub-Saharan Africa, the
large majority of ethnic groups practices brideprice, whereby the groom’s fam-
ily transfers a certain amount to the bride’s family at the time of marriage.
In India, instead, the most prevalent marriage payment system is the dowry,
whereby it is the bride’s family who transfers an amount to the groom or to
his family. According to the authors, this creates a divergent system of incen-
tives whereby, when a negative income shock occurs, households will delay
or anticipate the marriage of their daughter. In a dowry system, the bride’s
family will prefer to delay marriage to consume the dowry today. In turn,
in a brideprice system, the bride’s family will prefer to proceed with their
daughter’s marriage to benefit from the transfer. Aggregate negative income
shocks will likely also reduce the capacity for the groom to pay the brideprice.
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The authors highlight, however, that under a patrilocal regime, the groom’s
family obtains support from the son and his wife, while the bridal family does
not. Hence, despite the negative income shock, in a patrilocal brideprice sys-
tem the groom’s family will be better off with a marriage sooner than later. Yet,
given the negative income shock, the brideprice amount will likely be lower
than in normal times.

To test this theoretical explanation, the authors look at the impacts of
droughts according to the prevalence of the brideprice system across differ-
ent African ethnic groups. By splitting the sample based on the prevalence of
brideprice at the group level, they confirm their main results when at least half
of the ethnic group practices brideprice. The negative effect of droughts on
child marriage found for India is also confirmed for Eritrea, a country where
the dowry system is most prevalent.

4.2 Solutions

Among the possible policy responses to tackle child marriage, the literature
analyzes two main broad types of intervention. One consists in the legal restric-
tion banning child marriage, with laws setting the minimum age of marriage
at 18. Another one is represented by interventions experimentally tested to
impact child marriage — such as cash transfers (conditional or unconditional)
and facilitating girls’ access to the labor market — and by a wide array of
gender-related policies — such as granting equal inheritance rights, facilitating
access to contraception — and for which the impact on child marriage can be
assessed.

4.2.1 Bans against Child Marriage

Since the 1948 United Nations’ (UN) Universal Declaration of Human Rights
the principle of granting equal marriage rights to men and women, respecting
their free and full consent, has set the legal framework for banning child mar-
riage and has been followed by subsequent international agreements. The 1962
UN Convention on Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for Marriage, and Reg-
istration of Marriages and the 1979 UN Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination Against Women require signatory nations to estab-
lish a legal minimum marriage age and ensure the registration of all marriages
(United Nations, 1962; 1979). While the 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of
the Child formally defines a child as an individual under the age of 18 (United
Nations, 1989), it is the 1995 Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action that
urged nations to enforce a legal minimum age for marriage, reaffirming 18 as
the minimum age (United Nations, 1995). In 2016, the elimination of child
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Figure 9 Share of countries allowing for child marriage, by macroregion.

Notes: Author’s calculation based on data from the World Policy Center (2023). Child
marriage is considered allowed when the minimum legal age of marriage for girls is 17
or younger.

marriage by 2030 became an international commitment under goal 5 on gender
equality in the Sustainable Development Goals, resulting in a rapid increase in
policy and programmatic efforts to end the practice.

In the past few years several countries introduced laws banning child mar-
riage. While in 1995, more than 80% of countries allowed marriage for girls
under 18 (with or without parental consent), by 2023 this rate had dropped
to 33.16%. Yet, despite recent progress, according to the UN Children’s Fund
(2023), overall progress would need to be 20 times faster to end child marriage
by 2030. Figure 9 shows that worldwide only 8.3% of countries — mostly in
the Middle East, North Africa, Sub-Saharan Africa, and South Asia — allow for
child marriage without parental consent for a girl to marry under 18 years old.
The requirement of parental consent creates, in fact, a legal loophole to child
marriage as most early marriages are arranged with parental involvement, but
this does not grant any further child protection relative to countries where no
legal parental consent is required.

Recent studies assess the effectiveness of child marriage bans across coun-
tries. Batyra and Pesando (2021) adopt a cross-national perspective comparing
six low- and middle-income countries (Benin, Bhutan, Kazakhstan, Maurita-
nia, Nepal, and Tajikistan) that raised the minimum age at marriage over the
past two decades. They find the reforms were unsuccessful in decreasing child
marriage. According to the authors, the level of enforcement remains weak,
and legal exceptions based on parental consent and customary or religious laws
remain in place.
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The study by Collin and Talbot (2023) encompasses 90 developing countries
between 1995 and 2012, out of which more than half did not have any legal ban
against child marriage at the time of the study. The authors report a 60% prev-
alence rate of child marriage (legal and illegal) in 1980, which dropped by half
in 2012. The main results, based on a cross-country and a within-country anal-
ysis, show poor law enforcement whereby legal bans were ineffective against
child marriage. Adopting a regression discontinuity approach, the authors find
that the age of marriage distribution does not show a discontinuity around the
legal cutoff that we would expect if child marriage bans were effective. A weak
law enforcement is found especially in rural areas.

Limiting the analysis only to 17 low-income countries that had already
adopted a legal ban against child marriage, Wilson (2022) implements an event-
study approach to investigate changes in child marriage associated with the
timing of the legal ban across areas with different intensity levels of child
marriage before the ban.'® Among these selected countries more than one-
third of female respondents were married before 18 years old, and among ever
married respondents, the average age of first marriage was nearly 19 years old.
The results show a 20% significant decrease in child marriage only in urban
areas, but not in the overall sample or in rural areas. Additional results suggest
that child marriage bans seem more effective at decreasing child marriage in
countries with a preexisting legal minimum age of marriage (16 or 17 years
old). Looking at specific age of marriage, the author finds that bans are partic-
ularly effective at discouraging child marriage of girls aged between 13 and 16
years old.

Child marriage bans also appear to improve the girls’ lives in a variety of
dimensions. Wilson (2022) observes a delay in the age of first birth (one stand-
ard deviation increase in ban intensity is associated with an approximately 0.42
year increase in age at first birth), the effect being larger in urban areas. There
are positive effects also on the girls’ number of years of education in urban
areas only (+1 additional year) and on female labor force participation, both in
urban and rural areas.

The study by McGavock (2021) similarly reveals heterogeneous effects of
banning child marriage. Looking at the laws implemented across Ethiopia’s
semiautonomous regions, she finds a delay in women’s marriage, in partic-
ular for girls under 16 by about 17% (6.8 percentage points) in areas where

16 At the time of the study, 105 countries had a legal ban against child marriage. Wilson (2022)
further restricts the sample to countries where the demographic and health survey data are
available (60 countries). Out of these, the author selects only those countries banning marriage
under the age of 18, irrespective of parental consent.
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early marriage was more common prior to the reform. However, the effect of
the reform, though larger, is insignificant among women belonging to ethnic
groups with the strongest norms toward early marriage.

Overall these results highlight that banning child marriage can be a fea-
sible solution, although in the absence of adequate enforcement, the law’s
impact remains limited and its effectiveness may vary across contexts. Among
the various possible reasons for these mild effects is the presence of particu-
larly tight social norms about age at marriage among some social groups, as
the study by McGavock (2021) documents. The weak law enforcement may
also reflect the presence of powerful elites opposing change in favor of
gender equality and undermining the implementation of progressive policies
(Robinson & Acemoglu, 2012; Kelsall et al., 2022). Exploring the reasons for
this limited and heterogeneous effect seems a promising avenue for future res-
earch to assess the law’s enforcement capacity under different local constraints.

4.2.2 Cash and In-Kind Transfers Conditioned on Girls Staying
Unmarried

As documented by Corno et al. (2020) and Corno and Voena (2023) child
marriage is (also) a risk-coping strategy whereby economically constrained
households resort to marrying off their daughters in response to negative
income shocks, essentially in societies practicing brideprice. This mechan-
ism highlights the binding role of the monetary constraint, which is possibly
linked to the lack of insurance and credit access as predominant market failure.
A possible policy solution to address these constraints would then be to provide
cash transfers to poor eligible households for them to avoid resorting to child
marriage in the presence of a negative income shock.

One possible way for cash transfers to delay child marriage is by attaching
the conditionality requirement to the girls staying unmarried. Empirical evi-
dence testing for the effectiveness of this type of conditional cash transfers
shows, however, mixed results. The study by Erulkar, Medhin, and Weissman
(2017) evaluates the Berhane Ewhan multi-arm program that included
transferring livestock to households under the condition of 12-17-year-old
girls remaining unmarried and in school. The program was implemented
across sampled communities in Ethiopia and Tanzania.'!” In Ethiopia, the main
results show a one-tenth decrease in child marriage among girls aged 10 to 14
years old — but no effect for those aged 15 to 19 years old. In turn, in Tan-
zania the girls aged 15 to 17 years old saw their risk of ever being married

17 The conditional asset transfer arm initially planned for a sample in Burkina Faso was then
removed from the impact evaluation of the program due to design fallacy.
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relative to the control group cut by half, though no effect was found on the
12—14-year-old girls.

The Apni Beti Apna Dhan (Our Daughter, Our Wealth) program imple-
mented in the Indian state of Haryana consists in providing a financial
grant transferred to households upon a daughter’s birth, followed by a long-
term savings bond redeemable by the unmarried daughter at the age of 18.
Sinha and Yoong (2009) document the program’s positive effects on the sex
ratio and on girls’ health - but not on education. A related study by Nanda et al.
(2016) finds no significant decrease in child marriage, whereas they show that
beneficiaries were more likely to marry at 18, probably using the cash transfer
to fund their wedding.

A study by Buchmann et al. (2023) evaluates the impact of a multi-arm
program implemented by the nongovernmental organization Save the Chil-
dren in Bangladesh over two years (2008-2010). The program consisted of
two randomized interventions: life-skills training conducted for six months at
the community level and targeted at girls aged 10—19 years old and a condi-
tional asset transfer consisting in cooking oil transferred every four months for
two years to households with a girl aged 15—17 years old under the condition
of the girl remaining unmarried. In a subset of communities the two interven-
tions were provided simultaneously. The main results show a 4.9 percentage
point decrease (equivalent to 16.7% relative to the control mean) in child mar-
riage achieved by the asset transfer alone. This leads to an increase in the age
of marriage by 0.21 years, suggesting that girls marry soon after their 19th
birthday (average marriage age in the control group is 18.969). In contrast,
the life-skills training, either alone or combined with the asset transfer, has no
significant impact on child marriage. The authors explain their results with a
theoretical model whereby delaying marriage is a negative signal of unobserv-
able bride characteristics that grooms desire, such as docility and obedience,
pushing all girls to marry earlier than preferred to avoid negative signaling.
This makes the authors exclude the hypothesis that child marriage is due to
financial constraints, as they do not observe any premium attached to higher
age of marriage — such as higher dowry or lower groom quality.

4.2.3 Life Skills, Vocational Training and Job-Market-Related
Interventions

Similarly to the work by Buchmann et al. (2023), several studies evaluate
multi-arms interventions to test for the effectiveness of different approaches
to fight child marriage.'® Life-skills training is sometimes combined with

18 For a recent review see Malhotra and Elnakib (2021).
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vocational training or access to the labor market with the aim of tackling
multiple pathways simultaneously. Life-skills training aims at avoiding child
marriage by empowering the girls themselves, making them more capable
of negotiating later marriages. This type of training is often coupled with
community-level awareness campaigns to shift social norms. Meanwhile,
improving the girls’ job skills and facilitating their access to the labor mar-
ket aims at providing a viable alternative to marriage, while at the same time
enhancing the girls’ financial autonomy, as household financial constraints are
still often considered to drive child marriage decisions.

Work by Amin, Saha, and Ahmed (2018) evaluates the Bangladeshi Asso-
ciation for Life skills, Income, and Knowledge for Adolescents (BALIKA)
program, whereby three different interventions targeted girls aged 12—18: an
educational tutoring support, training for promoting gender rights awareness,
and vocational training. In addition, all girls were offered a 44-hour life-skills
training program over 18 months and an awareness campaign was conducted
at the community level. Results show that all three interventions successfully
reduce the risk of child marriage relative to the control group by about 25-30%.

A similar approach relying on training adolescent girls in “safe spaces” is
adopted by the BRAC’s Empowerment and Livelihood for Adolescent Girls
(ELA) initiative. The study conducted by Bandiera et al. (2020) in Uganda tar-
geted girls aged 14-20 who were offered life-skills training combined with
vocational training. Despite a low attendance rate (21%), the intervention man-
aged to decrease the likelihood of being married by 6.8 percentage points,
a 50% reduction relative to the control mean. However more mixed results
are found by two other studies evaluating the same intervention in different
contexts.'” No significant impacts are found on marriage and childbearing in
Tanzania (Buehren et al., 2017) while an increase in marriage and childbear-
ing rates is found in South Sudan (Buehren et al., 2017). Among the possible
reasons discussed by the authors to explain these divergent findings stems the
different context, different implementation teams, interventions implemented
at different levels of scale, with different amounts of resources available.
Besides, in the South Sudan intervention eligible girls were slightly older
(1524 years old). Finally, Boulhane et al. (2024) tested for the effectiveness of
training girls aged 824 years old on life skills in safe spaces implemented in
Ivory Coast. While the stand-alone intervention had limited impacts on girls’
empowerment, it had the largest impacts when coupled with similar safe spaces
for boys and men of the same age group. Despite encouraging effects on girls’

19" A third study evaluates the same program in Sierra Leone during the Ebola outbreak (Bandiera
et al., 2019); however, the authors do not report the effect on marriage.
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sexual and reproductive health, economic activities, and decision-making, the
study does not find any significant decrease in girls’ marriage or pregnancy.

To discourage early marriage, another approach is to facilitate girls’ direct
access to the labor market. The intervention studied by Jensen (2012) tack-
les girls’ access to the labor market by conducting information campaigns and
recruitment initiatives in rural villages in the outskirts of Delhi. The inter-
vention randomly assigned villages to be connected to recruiting services of
business process outsourcing (BPO) industry — such as call centers and back-
office services. The BPO industry represents a new fast-growing economic
sector that employs mostly female workers with at least 10—12 years of school-
ing. The study finds that girls aged 18-24 years, mostly unmarried, are 4.6
percentage points more likely to be working for a BPO industry one year later.
Interestingly, this impacts their family outcomes. Even though the age com-
position of the sample does not allow researchers to explore effects on child
marriage, results show a decrease in the likelihood of being married and of
childbearing by about 5 percentage points. The intervention has also positive
spillovers on younger girls aged 6—17 who are 5 percentage points more likely
to be enrolled in school, closing the educational gender gap relative to boys.

Similarly to the BPO industry, in Bangladesh the ready-made garment indus-
try has spiked since the 1990s, accounting today for 75% of the country’s export
earnings. This sector offers a large-scale employment opportunity for women
with basic literacy and numeracy. The study by Heath and Mobarak (2015)
assesses the impact of the sector’s expansion on women’s family life by rely-
ing on retrospective data from households living in 60 Bangladeshi villages
that vary with respect to their distance to garment factories, and to the date
when the first factories opened close to each village. The authors show that
girls living in villages close to a garment factory when aged between 10 and
23 years old — that is the window that covers most of the marriage age in the
sample — are 13 percentage points more likely to work outside of the home
and are 0.3 percentage points less likely to be married for the average num-
ber of years of exposure to the garment factory (6.4 years), corresponding to
a decrease of 28% relative to the control mean. The effect sizes are the largest
for girls aged 12—18. The likelihood of childbearing decreases too, by 0.23
percentage points, corresponding to 29% relative to the control mean.

The empirical evidence available to date seems to point toward girls’ access
to the labor market as the most effective policy against child marriage, with
impact sizes similar to those of passing legal bans found by Wilson (2022).
Evidence about life-skills and vocational training shows, in turn, more mixed
results, making it hard to conclude whether this type of intervention is success-
ful against child marriage. Divergent findings suggest that interventions of this
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type may be highly sensitive to context, implementation quality, and available
resources. Moreover, girls are targeted at a relatively young age, most often
before their 15th birthday, making parental permission and acceptability key for
ensuring high participation rates. Provided the strong social norms about age
at marriage, targeted training interventions may benefit from complementary
community campaigns to grant a wider endorsement.

4.2.4 Education-Related Interventions

Another approach to tackle child marriage relies on education programs. In a
similar spirit as providing job skills or facilitating access to the labor market,
schooling programs aim at increasing girls’ human capital or opportunities by
making schooling a viable alternative to marriage. Schooling and marriage are
often seen as mutually exclusive, such that for as long as girls stay in school
their marriage is delayed (incarceration effect). Moreover, education might
reinforce the girls’ skills, confidence, and aspirations, making them able to
negotiate a later marriage. Reaching a critical mass of girls enrolled in school —
especially at the lower-secondary level — might also encourage a general shift
in social norms by pushing parents to delay the marriage decision.

A study by Baird, McIntosh, and Ozler (2011) evaluates the effect of pro-
viding a conditional cash transfer (CCT) versus an unconditional cash transfer
(UCT) to girls aged 13-22 in rural villages of Malawi. The CCT was condi-
tioned on the girls’ school attendance, targeting girls already in school or who
dropped out from school. In turn, the UCT provided cash without any condition
and targeted only girls enrolled in school. Transfers took place over two years.
Atthe end of the program, the CCT was found to be effective in increasing girls’
school attendance and test scores. But it was only the UCT that was effective at
decreasing the likelihood of marriage (by 8 percentage points, equivalent to a
44% decrease relative to the control mean) and childbearing (by 6.7 percentage
points, corresponding to a 27% decrease relative to the control group).

This shows that while CCTs may have an indirect effect on marriage and
childbearing through increased school participation, UCTs can have a direct
effect through income. Conditionality was in this case effective for education-
related outcomes, but it undermined social protection by denying support to
households who could not comply (anymore) with the conditionality require-
ment. Nevertheless, these positive effects brought by the UCT were not sus-
tained two years after the end of the program. As Baird, McIntosh, and Ozler
(2019) show, marriages and childbearing spike among UCT beneficiaries soon
after the end of the program, leading to lower levels of empowerment compared
with both the CCT and the control groups. In contrast, girls who were out of
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school at baseline and who benefited from the CCT reported lower marriage
and pregnancy rates two years after the end of the program.

The lack of sustained effect of antipoverty UCT programs is also confirmed
by Dake et al. (2018) who find no significant effects of a UCT implemented
in Malawi and Zambia on early marriage of girls aged 14-21 years old. In
turn, the capacity of CCTs and school subsidies to decrease early marriage and
pregnancy by keeping girls in school is confirmed by other studies in several
different contexts (Angrist et al., 2002; Duflo, Dupas, & Kremer, 2015; Amin
et al., 2018; Hahn et al., 2018; Giacobino et al., 2024). This literature shows
that, by keeping girls longer in school, marriage is delayed. The evidence show-
ing long-lasting effects (see, for instance, Hahn et al., 2018) provides support
to the hypothesis that education acts on the age of marriage not only through an
incarceration effect — lasting for as long as the girl is in school but dissipating
soon after — but as a transformative process that enhances girls’ empower-
ment. An open question remains about the pivotal mechanisms that make CCTs
successful at delaying marriage: whether they mostly act on the girls’ side,
by improving their human capital, financial autonomy, and decision-making
power; whether they successfully shift social norms about age at marriage by
reaching a critical mass of households; whether they act on the parents’ side by
increasing their perceived returns to girls’ education; or whether they trigger
some other type of mechanisms, or even a combination of all these. Currently,
different studies point toward different mechanisms, as these may, in fact, vary
with context and intervention design.

It is worth mentioning that the existing literature on educational programs
addressing girls’ outcomes, and more specifically child marriage, is limited
to the demand side of education programs. That is, the focus is on providing
households with cash transfers or other support programs for encouraging girls’
enrollment and attendance. A yet unexplored but promising avenue of research
is the analysis of supply-side interventions — for example, school build-
ing, improving school infrastructures, female teachers, content of curriculum,
etcetera — on girls’ outcomes.

Overall, school subsidies and conditional cash or in-kind transfers appear
to be the most effective method for delaying marriage, more successful than
family economic support, such as antipoverty UCTs. Facilitating access to the
labor market also appears successful in delaying marriage and childbearing.
The study by Jensen (2012) shows that providing household with concrete
opportunities for their daughters’ employability effectively shifts attitudes and
behaviors, leading to intergenerational effects. In turn, enhancing girls’ human
capital, particularly through life skills, livelihoods, and gender rights training,
shows more mixed results.
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Besides their effectiveness, some of the interventions enhancing girls’
human capital and work opportunities appear to be scalable. The studies by
Jensen (2012) and by Heath and Mobarak (2015) shed light on the effects of
women’s employment in fast-growing economic sectors that operate nation-
wide, possibly impacting millions of women. While few studies report infor-
mation about their cost-effectiveness and capacity to operate at scale, the
Colombian government school voucher program (Angrist et al., 2002; Angrist,
Bettinger, & Kremer, 2006) and the Bangladeshi government program for
school support (Hahn et al., 2018) are examples of large-scale interventions
that successfully reach vast numbers of girls and appear to be sustainable.

5 Gender-Based Violence

The persistent widespread prevalence of domestic violence is likely one of the
best proofs of the lack of efficient allocation within the household. Violence
against women was recognized as a human rights violation by the UN in 1992. It
encompasses various forms of abuse, including economic, psychological, sex-
ual, and physical violence, as well as practices such as female genital mutilation
(FGM) and child marriage.

An estimated 30% of women worldwide have experienced intimate partner
violence (IPV) or non-partner sexual violence (NPSV). This equates to 736
million women globally (WHO, 2021). On a global scale, 7% of women have
been sexually assaulted by someone other than a partner. Additionally, 38% of
murders of women are committed by an intimate partner and approximately
200 million women have undergone FGM.

The prevalence of IPV against women — be it over the life course or in the
past 12 months — is higher in the global South than in the global North. In
the least developed countries, 37% of women are victims of violence at some
point in their life and 22% have been victims of violence in the past 12 months,
against a global average of 27% and 13%, respectively. Across countries, the
share of women who suffered from violence in the past 12 months is negatively
correlated with a country’s wealth (Figure 10). Yet even among rich countries
IPV is not totally absent. Saudi Arabia, in particular, stands out as an outlier.
Despite being a rich country, it reports the highest IPV prevalence rate in the
world. This crude correlation should, however, not be given a causal interpreta-
tion, meaning that it is not (only) economic wealth that decreases IPV. Intimate
partner violence is lower in richer countries for a whole lot of reasons. Wider
societal and institutional changes accompanying economic development may
contribute to a lower level of violence. Societies in wealthier countries usually
report less discriminatory gender norms and a weaker acceptance of violence,
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Figure 10 Intimate partner violence and GDP per capita.

Notes: Author’s elaboration based on data from the OECD Gender Institution and
Development Database (2023) and from the World Bank (2023). The dashed line reports
a nonparametric estimate of the cross-country relationship between the prevalence of
intimate partner violence and GDP per capita. Intimate partner violence is measured as
the percentage of ever-partnered women and girls subjected to physical and/or sexual
violence by a current or former intimate partner in the previous 12 months. For more
details about the GDP per capita measure, see notes of Figure 3. Size of circles relates
to country’s population size.

and they tend to grant laws and institutions free from gender discrimination
(Heise & Kotsadam, 2015).

5.1 Measurement of Gender-Based Violence

The available figures are likely only the tip of the iceberg. The measurement
of gender-based violence (GBV) is particularly challenging partly because of a
lack of available data until very recently. By 2010, only 82 countries provided
survey data about GBV. This number rose to 161 in 2018. Notwithstand-
ing, surveys still tend to differ in terms of questionnaires and methodologies,
sometimes lacking comparability across countries.

Besides, accuracy of survey-based and administrative data can be limited.
Women often underreport their experience of victimization due to factors such
as trauma, shame, and fear of repercussions. Additionally, administrative data
(police reports, court judgments, social services, and health statistics) signifi-
cantly underreport the phenomenon because few women report violence to the
authorities.
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The risk of misreporting affects not only the measurement of victimization
but also attitudes toward violence. Provided that talking about violence-related
issues is a sensitive topic, respondents — either victims or perpetrators — may be
reluctant to tell the truth. They may fear being judged, endangered, or legally
penalized. Misreporting bias could lead to over- or underestimating prevalence
of sensitive issues when using standard direct questions survey techniques.
In response, a vast literature uses experimental surveys to accurately measure
sensitive attitudes and behaviors.

The widespread female support for IPV in the global South, most often
outnumbering male support (Cools and Kotsadam, 2017), is a puzzle possi-
bly related to misreporting. Figure 11 shows that IPV justification is generally
higher in countries with higher IPV prevalence, suggesting a likely bidirec-
tional relationship partly influenced by misreporting. Widespread IPV accep-
tance likely sets the ground for an extensive use of domestic violence, being
tolerated and assumed to be a common practice. Meanwhile, the large sup-
port for IPV might signal the desire to conform with a social norm perceived
as predominant (Bertelli et al., 2024). In this respect, even victims may prefer
to justify IPV to “rationalize” their own sufferings. While the internaliza-
tion of discriminatory social norms may at least partly explain this pattern,
it also raises the issue of correctly measuring victimization and attitudes.
In Figure 11 we observe that IPV is always more justified than practiced (except
for Saudi Arabia), somehow in line with the hypothesis according to which
misreporting might affect negatively the report of victimization but positively
its acceptance.

5.1.1 List Experiments

Among the experimental survey techniques used in the current literature
to avoid the risk of misreporting, list experiments (LEs) have been widely
adopted. Instead of directly asking respondents, LEs present them with a list of
items and ask them the number of items they agree with. This survey technique
is used in experimental surveys where respondents are randomly allocated to
a control and a treatment group. In the control group, respondents are asked
about a list of J “baseline” items, while in the treatment group, respondents are
asked about a list of J + 1 items, with the additional item being the sensitive
one related to the research topic. Since respondents are randomly assigned to
the two groups, the prevalence rates of the baseline items should be the same
across both groups. Therefore, the difference in the average number of items
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Figure 11 Intimate partner violence prevalence and justification.

Notes: Author’s elaboration based on data from the World Value Survey (Waves
5-7,2017-2022) and the OECD Gender Institution and Development database (2023).
See Figure 10 for the measure of intimate partner violence (IPV). Justification of IPV
is calculated as the share of girls and women aged 15 to 49 years who think a hus-
band to be justified in hitting or beating his wife for at least one of the following
reasons: if his wife burns the food, she argues with him, goes out without telling him,
neglects the children, or refuses sexual relations. Size of circles relates to country’s
population size.

reported in the treatment group versus the control group serves as an estimate
of the prevalence of the sensitive item in the sample.

In addition, in the control group respondents are asked about the sensitive
item in a standard direct way. Two measures of the sensitive item prevalence
rate can be computed: one from the LE, based on the comparison between the
counts declared by respondents in the two groups; and one from the direct ques-
tion administrated to the control group. Any significant difference between the
two prevalence rates should signal the presence of misreporting.

The use of an LE has the main advantage of avoiding any public disclosure
of sensitive personal information, granting a higher confidentiality than stand-
ard direct questions and strongly limiting the risk of social desirability bias.
The example reported in Table 2, taken from Bertelli et al. (2025), shows the
structure of a typical LE compared to a standard direct question.

With regard to the practice of GBV, the existing literature shows that
GBYV victimization is often misreported — mostly underreported — by victims
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Table 2 Lists and questions about gender-based violence
(adapted from Bertelli et al., 2025)

Treatment group (LE) Control group (DQ)
Baseline item: — My parents always — My parents always
got along. got along.
Baseline item: — In the evening, women — In the evening, women
are not safe in the street. are not safe in the street.
Baseline item: — Corporal punishment — Corporal punishment
should never be used should never be used
in school. in school.
Sensitive item: — A wife who does not — Does a wife who doesn 't
respect her husband respect her husband
deserves to be hit. deserve to be hit?

when asked standard direct questions (Plummer et al., 2004; Phillips et al.,
2010; Joseph et al., 2017; Bulte & Lensink, 2019; Traunmiiller, Kijewski, &
Freitag 2019; Lépine, Treibich, & d’Exelle, 2020; Cullen, 2022). The size
of the response bias is usually around 10 percentage points. Misreport-
ing often appears to vary according to respondent characteristics, education
standing out as the most common heterogeneity dimension. Under-reporting
of IPV is usually higher among educated women (Joseph etal., 2017;
Agiiero and Frisancho, 2022; Cullen, 2022).?°

Few studies have so far explored misreporting in the justification of IPV and
in the attitudes toward GBV with experimental surveys. Surveying adolescent
girls in Bangladesh, Asadullah et al. (2021) find that support for IPV and for
child marriage is considerably underreported when directly asked. Support for
IPV is also underreported by men in rural central Ethiopia (Gibson et al., 2022)
and by men in Bamako (Bertelli et al., 2025). Recent studies also document
considerable response bias toward FGM, a form of GBV still present in Sub-
Saharan Africa. De Cao and Lutz (2018) and Gibson et al. (2018) show that
support for FGM is underreported by men and women in Ethiopia, where FGM
is banned. In contrast, in Mali, where FGM is not illegal, Bertelli et al. (2025)
show that support for FGM is overreported. This study also shows that in Mali,
where the minimum legal age for girls to marry is 16, men do not underreport

20 joseph et al. (2017) also observe that the youngest and oldest respondents underreport domestic
violence more than those of the middle-age cohort among a sample of women in the Indian
state of Kerala.
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their support for child marriage (that is, under 18 years old), contrary to the
findings of Asadullah et al. (2021) where the practice is illegal.

5.2 Historical Determinants of Gender-Based Violence

Ancient structures of economic production and living arrangements may
have contributed to the persistence of discriminatory gender social norms,
including the practice of IPV. Societies where women contributed less to
household subsistence have developed more discriminatory gender norms
(Alesina et al., 2013). Historical cultural traditions relating to marriage — such
as marriage transfers, patrilocality, polygamy, and endogamy — may also influ-
ence the practice and acceptance of IPV. For instance, patrilocality may make
it more difficult for women to return to their natal families, leaving them
more vulnerable to IPV. Similarly, in endogamous societies — where mar-
riage occurs within a specific social or ethnic group — outside options may
be more limited. On the contrary, husbands from nonendogamous societies
would avoid beating a wife of a different ethnic group due to the risk of retali-
ation and conflict. While it is known that dowry is associated with feminicide
(Bhalotra, Chakravarty, & Gulesci, 2020), the effect is more ambiguous for
brideprice. It may increase the value placed on women’s labor — decreasing
IPV — but it may also make it harder for women to leave their husbands —
possibly increasing IPV.

The work by Alesina, Brioschi, and La Ferrara (2021) explores these
hypotheses. By relying on the Demographic and Health Surveys collected
across 21 Sub-Saharan African countries between 2004 and 2016, matched with
information about respondents’ ethnic groups from the Ethnographic Atlas,
the authors unveil that 28% of women have experienced IPV and that 47%
of women — against 29% of men — justify IPV. Overall, there are more women
who justify IPV than men in more than 80% of the ethnic groups analyzed
by the authors. The study also documents that justification of IPV — by either
women or men — is strongly associated with the historical use of the plough in
agricultural production. Cultural traditions about marriage seem also to matter
for IPV. Victimization is higher in endogamous, patrilocal, and polygamous
societies. Men and women’s justification of IPV is higher in endogamous
and patrilocal societies, but somehow surprisingly lower in polygamous eth-
nic groups. Finally, the authors do not find any significant association between
either victimization or acceptance of IPV and brideprice.

Two recent studies also explore the historical determinants of another form
of'violence against women, FGM. Corno, La Ferrara, and Voena (2021) test the
hypothesis according to which the practice of FGM in Africa may be linked to
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the Red Sea slave trade, where infibulation was used to ensure the chastity
of women sold as concubines. Their findings show that women belonging to
ethnic groups historically exposed to the Red Sea slave trade are significantly
more likely to have undergone infibulation. Specifically, a twofold increase in
slave trade volume is associated with a 5.5 percentage point increase in infibu-
lation rates. Becker (2022) examines another possible determinant, the practice
of pastoralism. In pastoral societies, where men are frequently absent, control-
ling female sexuality may be a strategy to ensure paternity certainty. The author
finds that a one standard deviation increase in historical pastoralism correlates
with a 6.7 percentage point increase in the likelihood of infibulation. Both stud-
ies focus exclusively on infibulation, the most severe form of FGM. However,
less invasive forms remain understudied. Some scholars argue that these less
severe forms may stem from initiation rites linked to circumcision in both sexes,
as observed in the Kono society of Sierra Leone, where excision is practiced
without emphasizing female chastity or virginity (Ahmadu, 2000).

5.3 Theoretical Framework for Intimate Partner Violence

Economists put forward two main theories: expressive violence and instrumen-
tal violence. Expressive violence suggests that violence directly enters a man’s
utility or improves his well-being. The man may compensate his wife for his
violent behavior with monetary transfers. Instrumental violence, on the other
hand, posits that violence is used to extract monetary transfers from the wife
or her family, to control the wife’s behavior, or to manage resource allocations
within the household.

The standard economic literature tends to explain the presence and persis-
tence of IPV with household bargaining models, which examine how decisions
are made in households where the preferences of two individuals differ.
Noncooperative bargaining models are one approach, allowing the possibil-
ity of nonbinding agreements. The main intuition behind these models is that
the perpetrator of violence weights the benefits and the costs of violence. The
benefits may include expressive violence, which directly enters the utility of
the perpetrator, instrumental purposes, stress (where violence is impulsive or
used to release frustration), and status (where violence is used to restore men’s
status in the household). The costs include the wife’s reduced productivity
(as violence affects the victim’s productivity), possible distaste for violence
(as not all men derive satisfaction from perpetrating violence), and the level
of the threat point — that is, the point at which the utility of quitting the
household encompasses the utility of marriage. Household bargaining models
represent the victim’s bargaining power through her threat point (also called
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“reservation utility”), which represents the utility the victim would attain
outside the relationship. If the utility within the marriage falls below her
reservation utility, then the marriage is likely to dissolve. A higher threat
point increases the victim’s bargaining power within the relationship because
the threat of leaving is more credible. As opportunities outside the relation-
ship improve (such as working outside the home), the probability of leaving
increases, leading to an intra-household distribution of resources more in line
with the victim’s preferences, resulting, ultimately, in a decrease in violence.

A set of theories specifically considers the link between economic resources
and IPV. The standard resource theory suggests that women with limited
resources are at a higher risk of abuse, while men with fewer resources are
more likely to be abusive. More recent research, including household bargain-
ing theories, focuses on relative resources, whereby an imbalance in spouses’
resources may lead to violence. On one hand, women with fewer resources
relative to their partner may be vulnerable to abuse due to marital depend-
ency. On the other hand, women with more resources than their partner could
suffer from violence too, as the resource imbalance creates stress from male
status inconsistencies. A refinement of this theory, the gendered resource the-
ory (Atkinson, Greenstein, & Lang, 2005), argues that the impact of relative
resources on abuse is influenced by husbands’ gender ideologies, whereby
only husbands with traditional gender views perpetrate violence in response
to a larger income share for women. In a slightly modified version to make it
testable with the Demographic and Health Surveys data, Cools and Kotsadam
(2017) propose the “contextual acceptance employment hypothesis” according
to which women are at a higher risk of IPV if they hold a job in settings in
which wife-beating is deemed acceptable by men.

5.4 Economic Resources and Intimate Partner Violence

Household bargaining models suggest that improved economic opportunities
for women, such as higher wages or better employment prospects, can reduce
IPV by balancing the power dynamics between partners. While it is gener-
ally assumed that women’s employment should decrease the incidence of IPV,
available data show a more nuanced picture. Crossing the information between
IPV and FLFP across countries shows an U-shape relationship (Figure 12). In
countries where women are mostly absent from the labor market, prevalence of
IPV is above 10%. This rate decreases for countries with an FLFP between 45%
and 60%. At higher levels of FLFP, however, IPV increases again above 10%.
Some geographical patterns also emerge. Intimate partner violence remains
low in Europe, Central Asia, East Asia, and Latin America, where FLFP is
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Figure 12 Intimate partner violence and female labor force participation.

Notes: Author’s elaboration based on data from the OECD Gender Institution and
Development database (2023) and from World Bank gender data (2023). The dashed
line reports a nonparametric estimate of the cross-country relationship between the prev-
alence of IPV and the rate of FLFP. See Figure 10 for the measure of IPV. See Figure 5
for the measure of FLFP. Size of circles relates to country’s population size.

between 40% and 60% (with the exception of Iceland, which records a FLFP
rate of about 70%). In turn, in South Asia and the Middle East, where less than
40% of women have a work activity, IPV rates are higher. Sub-Saharan Africa
and the Pacific Islands show a more dispersed trend, where IPV rates above
10% are associated with FLFP rates between 20% (Somalia) and 80%
(Mozambique).

This nonlinear trend between IPV and FLFP is confirmed when looking
separately at world macroregions. Regression estimates reported in Figure 13
confirm a negative relationship only for South Asia countries, whereas in Sub-
Saharan Africa the relationship is positive. In the other macroregions the curve
is close to horizontal, suggesting that IPV rates do not vary with FLFP. These
different patterns suggest that women’s economic resources may not always
protect women from IPV, but that context-specific dynamics may matter, as
suggested by Cools and Kotsadam (2017). The authors show, for instance, that
IPV rates are higher in Sub-Saharan Africa for women living in areas with
higher female education and labor force participation, especially if wife-beating
is widely accepted.

Few studies — mostly impact evaluations of targeted policies — manage to
isolate the effect of a change in economic resources or in women’s access to
the labor market on IPV. A review article by del Campo and Steinert (2022)
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provides a meta-analysis of 20 impact evaluations of the effects of economic
empowerment interventions on IPV, spanning from 2006 to 2020 and observing
the results between 6 and 60 months after the start of the intervention.

The meta-analysis results show a consistent negative impact, whereby eco-
nomic empowerment results in a significant decrease in any type of violence —
especially physical and emotional violence — across all included studies. The
effect on sexual violence is negative as well, though not significantly different
from zero, as few studies look at impacts on sexual violence. A subset of five
studies includes a gender sensitivity intervention. The magnitude of all effect
sizes is larger compared to effect sizes for the stand-alone economic empow-
erment interventions, though significant only for sexual violence. While the
larger effect size may suggest that the additional gender training reinforces
the violence-mitigating impact of the economic interventions, this remains
conjecture due to the lack of statistical significance.

Importantly, del Campo and Steinert (2022) highlight substantial heteroge-
neity across studies. Four studies find an increase in IPV, mostly in the form of
husbands’ controlling behavior, in line with men using violence to extract mon-
etary resources and/or to maintain dominant power. The authors equally stress
using survey techniques to limit social desirability bias, as underreporting of
IPV may be more prevalent in the treatment group, warning about the true treat-
ment effect possibly being masked in studies relying exclusively on standard
direct questions. This risk is indeed confirmed by a study by Bulte and Lensink
(2019), who find that a training program targeting poor rural women in Vietnam
resulted in an increase in IPV when measured with an LE, but in a decrease in
IPV when measured with standard direct questions.

Closely related, an article by Baranov et al. (2021) reviews 14 studies
evaluating the impacts of cash transfers on IPV. The meta-analysis shows a
significant (albeit small) decrease of physical/sexual violence by 4 percentage
points, emotional violence by 2 percentage points and controlling behaviors by
4 percentage points. Reassuringly, no study finds any significant increase in
IPV. Half find a significant decrease, while the other half find no significant
impact — though almost all report a negative point estimate.

Nevertheless, a number of studies find opposite results across subgroups,
whereby violence decreased for some beneficiaries but increased for others. In
particular, beneficiaries of the Mexican Oportunidades program are less likely
to be victims of physical abuse, but more likely to suffer from emotional abuse
and threats of physical abuse. Moreover, violence increased by 30% in house-
holds with husbands consuming alcohol and having no or little education. In
Ecuador, female beneficiaries of a cash transfer program with less than primary
education married to men with less education were more likely to suffer from
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emotional violence by 9 percentage points. Finally, domestic violence appears
to decrease in polygamous households in Mali — where the husband was the
cash transfer recipient — but not in Ghana, where violence decreased only in
monogamous households and where the woman was the recipient.

Attaching a conditionality to the cash transfer may matter for decreasing
IPV, as the need to fulfill the conditionality requirement might represent an
additional cost of violence. Baranov et al. (2021) find that six out of eight
CCTs decrease it, against one out of six unconditional cash transfers. A possible
explanation is that men find the increase in women’s economic resources less
threatening if this is linked to children’s benefits. In turn, the evidence is too
thin to conclude whether other factors such as the recipient gender, frequency
of payments, and payment size matter or not for IPV.

An open question is whether the documented effects on IPV are long-lasting.
A work by Guarnieri and Rainer (2021) is one of the few relying on a histori-
cal natural experiment providing a long-term perspective. The authors explore
the long-term consequences of the British and the French colonial systems in
Cameroon on today’s women’s IPV and FLFP.”!

Guarnieri and Rainer (2021) find robust evidence of a long-term positive
effect of the British rule relative to the French rule on women’s education and
FLFP, resulting in wealthier households. Yet, they also show a significantly
higher rate of [PV among women living in areas that were once under British
rule. Women are about 10 percentage points more likely to have experienced
physical violence in the past 12 months and they experienced about 0.3 violent
acts more than those living in areas previously under French rule. The size of
these effects is large, corresponding to a 40% increase relative to IPV preva-
lence in the region and to a 55.3% increase in the intensity of IPV. The authors

21 The interest of looking at the British and the French colonial systems is that they differed
along a variety of dimensions, including women’s conditions. The former was based on indirect
colonial ruling, allowing native chiefs into the local political system and granting equal rights
to men and women. In turn, the latter system was based on French administrators directly ruling
and implementing a policy of assimilation. Under the French system, women were excluded
from the privileged status of citoyen, were granted fewer rights, and had restricted opportunities
for formal employment and education. The education system was also considerably different
under the two colonial systems. In the British system, girls and boys were taught together in
the same classes, encouraging a high participation of girls. Under the French system, girls
were excluded from the private schools led by Catholic missions and from the few public
schools aimed at a small elite of native young men. Finally, women had different employment
opportunities under the two colonial rules. The British abolished the German practice of forced
labor, introduced cash wages, and developed tea cultivation (as they previously did in India and
Sri Lanka) that was mostly done by women. In turn, the French kept the practice of forced labor
and women were almost completely absent from the labor market.
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show that these effects on IPV are explained by an increase in women’s joint
probability of being victimized and employed.

Among the different possible mechanisms behind the larger IPV rates found
in past British Cameroon, the authors provide evidence in favor of a men’s
backlash effect, whereby men have a distaste for women’s active participa-
tion in the labor force. Other possible channels, such as extractive violence or
specific partner’s characteristics, are dismissed.

This study points toward an interesting finding, partly confirmed by some of
the studies presented here, whereby women’s economic empowerment and par-
ticipation in the labor market do not necessarily come with empowerment in the
family sphere. Arguably, the British colonial regime did not provide stronger
legal protection against domestic violence, despite facilitating equal access to
education and providing an accrued access to the labor market for women. Still
today, divorce does not appear a realistic outside option in Cameroon, where
exposure to I[PV does not represent a legal ground for divorce and where marital
property is not divided equally between the spouses upon divorce. The preva-
lence of divorced women is almost null and only about 5% of women do not
live with their partner. According to the SIGI, Cameroon today ranks among
the countries with the highest level of discrimination against women in social
institutions. As a consequence, granting women with direct legal protection
against domestic violence and the ability to divorce, coupled with promoting
societal and attitudinal changes, appears as a pressing policy issue.

6 The Overarching Role of Gendered Cultural Traits
and Social Norms

Cultural traits and social norms favoring men over women, such as patri-
archy, patrilocality, patrilineality, marriage transfers, and concepts of women’s
“purity” are among the cultural factors that might transmit and reinforce gender
inequality across generations (Jayachandran, 2021). Likewise, mounting evi-
dence points to deeply rooted discriminatory social norms as one of the leading
causes for failing progressive policy reforms (see evidence discussed in Sec-
tions 3.1, 4.2, and 5.4). While feminist activists and theoreticians have for long
urged to account for and act on gender social norms, the topic is the object of a
more recent debate among economists. In this respect, a new literature, stress-
ing the role of gender-related social norms for preference and habits formation,
has recently seen an increased interest.

The definition of social norms is far from unique. They are broadly under-
stood as a set of shared beliefs or informal rules about what is right and wrong,
acceptable or “normal” within a social group. They differ across societies and
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communities because they are rooted in a specific cultural context. Sociolo-
gists, anthropologists, and political scientists have traditionally seen them as
inherent to the systems and structures of society, permeating every aspect of it,
being produced and reproduced through social interactions dictated by power
relations between individuals and social groups. Social psychologists and, more
recently, economists tend to focus more on the “individual” level of social
norms. These are seen as collective constructs that influence an individual’s
beliefs about how to behave and about what others approve of or that affect the
incentives and constraints of rational agents (Cookson et al., 2023).

The social psychologist approach to social norms has gained momentum in
the development sphere especially thanks to the work of Cristina Bicchieri. Fol-
lowing Bicchieri (2017), social norms can be defined as those rules of behavior
that individuals prefer to conform to on the condition that they believe: (a) most
people in their reference group follow it (empirical expectation), (b) people in
their reference group think they should obey it (normative expectation). In this
perspective, social norms express social approval or disapproval of a given
behavior and tell individuals how they ought to act. They are always (socially)
conditional, in the sense that our preference for obeying them depends upon our
expectations of collective compliance. Most people follow them because they
know that they are generally followed and because they expect most individuals
in their reference network to keep following them. The normative expectation
influences the observed behavior.

With this approach in mind, several dimensions of gender inequality can
be analyzed under the social norms lens. The very idea of gender roles is to
define what is deemed appropriate for women and men, the attributes they
should have and display in any situation. As such, gender roles are norms
that women and men comply with all the time, affecting individual agency
and replicating and reproducing the markers of what is considered the essen-
tial differences between the sexes (West & Zimmerman, 1987). Gender-based
violence, including female genital cutting, child marriage, or women’s unpaid
domestic work, can be paradigmatic instances of gender social norms. Not
only do people believe that those in their reference group will keep pursuing it
(these are the empirical expectations), but they also believe that those in their
reference group expect them to engage in it (these are the normative expec-
tations). Consequently, they choose to align their behavior to the (perceived)
norm, making the practice persist.””

22 Based on the theoretical framework of Bicchieri (2017) it is hard to determine ex ante whether
an observed behavior rests on social norms, as defined earlier in this Element. It may be a
collective custom, moral, or religious rule, where conditional preference does not play any
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The overview of the Gender Social Norms Index provided in Section 2
illustrates that gender-biased perceptions are widely shared across the world
population. About 9 out of 10 men and women hold at least one biased attitude
against women, the most common bias relating to women’s physical integrity
(justification of domestic violence and the opposition against abortion). As dis-
cussed, these views are strongly persistent over time and are shared by men and
women alike. The widespread adherence to discriminatory behaviors or, put it
differently, the identification of behaviors judged as appropriate along gender
lines can be symptomatic of persistent gender social norms. In this sense, norms
delimitating women’s role in a given society are a plausible driver of the cross-
country variation in gender inequality beyond the society’s level of economic
development. For instance, the presence of norms defining the acceptable job
activities for women is part of the explanation for the U-shaped curve between
FLFP and economic growth identified by Goldin (1994).

Several studies confirm the persistence of gender-related cultural traits trans-
mitted across generations and across different contexts, influencing actual
behaviors. Skewed sex ratios due to son preference are still present among
communities of Chinese and Indian origin in Spain and in the United States
of America (Abrevaya, 2009; Gonzalez, 2018). In the United States, FLFP
is lower among offspring of immigrants from countries that experienced
the Neolithic revolution earlier on (Hansen et al., 2015), girls’ likelihood to
attend college is lower among descendants of migrants from countries with a
“gendered language” (Galor, Ozak, & Sarid, 2020), and fertility rates are
higher among descendants of immigrants coming from countries with higher
fertility rates (Fernandez & Fogli, 2009; Gay, 2023a). The intergenerational
transmission of different behaviors appears to occur mostly through mothers
and mothers-in-law (Fernandez & Fogli, 2009; Blau et al., 2013; Gay, 2023b).

6.1 Shifting Gendered Cultural Traits and Social Norms

Nevertheless, cultural traits do evolve, making social norms a dynamic concept.
Under a policy perspective, the most interesting question is probably how to
make gender-biased social norms more egalitarian to effectively change behav-
iors and to avoid backfiring progressive policy reforms. A recent blooming

role. Or it could be a descriptive norm where conditional preference is based only on empirical
expectations without any normative component. Understanding whether a specific behavior
makes the object of a social norm boils down to an empirical question that requires measuring
empirical expectations, normative expectations, and conditional preferences, a challenging task
most often absent from the economic literature.
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economic literature investigates the type of interventions that successfully
trigger changes in gender-related cultural traits and social norms.”*

Historically, we know that some major societal events managed to drastically
shift behaviors and (partly) beliefs. Massive historical shocks affecting the sex
ratio, such as World Wars I and 11, increased female labor force participation
in France (Gay, 2023b) and in the United States (Fernandez, Fogli, & Olivetti,
2004) with lasting effects over the subsequent generations of working women.
Interestingly, Gay (2023b) shows that respondents born in French counties that
experienced higher military death rates during World War I hold more pro-
gressive attitudes toward female labor, but not toward religion, marriage, or
the family, suggesting that the shift in attitudes was limited to those specif-
ically related to the role of women in the labor force. In a similar vein, the
study by Teso (2019) documents that past sex ratio imbalances generated by
the transatlantic slave trade in Sub-Saharan Africa still induce current gener-
ations of women to enter the labor force and to have fewer children and at a
later age. The shift of gender social norms appears, however, somewhat lim-
ited. Women living in places heavily impacted by the slave trade are today more
likely to participate in household decisions and to believe that men and women
should be treated equally, but no improvement is observed in terms of attitudes
toward domestic violence and beliefs about women in politics.

Beyond these major historical events, policymakers and scholars are increas-
ingly paying attention at ways to effectively shift entrenched discriminatory
social norms. The rest of this section reviews scientific evidence looking at the
impacts of policy reforms, media campaigns, targeted interventions involving
men, and correcting people’s (mis)perception of mainstream social norms.

6.1.1 Legislation

As documented in Section 2, worldwide 40% of women and girls live in coun-
tries where laws and social institutions still exhibit a high or very high level of
discrimination against women (OECD, 2023). These formal legal rules often
mirror and perpetuate discriminatory social norms. Unequal inheritance laws,
for example, entrench women’s economic dependence by limiting their access
to property and intergenerational wealth. Likewise, laws setting different mini-
mum marriage ages for girls and boys not only reflect existing customs but also
reinforce the idea that early marriage for girls is acceptable. Such legal dispar-
ities shape gendered attitudes, fostering the belief that women should remain

23 It is important to mention that most of the economic literature proxies social norms with atti-
tudes, beliefs, perceptions, or actual behaviors, making it sometimes hard to infer changes in
terms of normative social norms.
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financially reliant on a father or husband and play a lesser role in economic life.
By embedding these inequalities into law, legal systems help sustain gender
gaps in labor market participation and decision-making power.

In principle, introducing laws, with associated sanctions, against discrimina-
tory practices could successfully curb those behaviors ruled by social norms.
The sanctions would alter the cost and benefit of the targeted behavior, chang-
ing empirical and normative expectations. In theory, people are predicted to
abide by the law if sanctions are sufficiently severe whereas they would tend to
break the law if sanctions are too mild. However, to grant successful enforce-
ment the law and the authorities should also be seen as legitimate and, probably
even more importantly, the legal arrangements should not appear so distant
from existing social norms as to lose credibility. The challenge for legal reforms
aimed at changing social norms is that they should promote new behaviors
while approximating popular views, otherwise the threat to seek enforcement
will not be credible (Bicchieri & Mercier, 2014).

The weight of social norms is such that it can potentially hamper the effec-
tiveness of legal reforms and targeted interventions. As illustrated at various
occasions across this Element, the scientific evidence on the effectiveness of
policy reforms in favor of gender equality and equity shows mixed results. For
instance, as discussed in Section 3.1, legislation imposing equal inheritance
rights for men and women has proven ineffective amid strong patrilineal social
norms in the Indian context. Similarly, a comparative review of land rights
reforms in Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda documents that granting equal rights
to land while promoting land titling and privatization is insufficient — and even
detrimental — due to the prevailing patriarchal customary laws and patrilineal
social norms that prevent women from owning any land (Djurfeldt, 2020). The
implementation of gender equity policies may also suffer depending on the
structures and dynamics of powerful groups, whether their interests align with
those of the legal reforms or whether they can successfully act against them
(Nazneen, Hickey, & Sifaki, 2019).

Legal reforms have also addressed GBV to punish perpetrators, in spite of a
persistent and widespread justification of IPV (see Section 5). Worldwide, most
countries have passed legislation against GBV, though with varying degrees of
definitions and sanctions. As of 2023, out of 189 countries, only 25 report no
legislation against GBV, mostly in the MENA region.

Recent evidence shows that laws against domestic violence can, in fact,
change behaviors and social norms. Sanin (2024) studies the 2008 Rwandan
domestic violence law and the 2010 Ugandan law, which was followed in
2015 by a Supreme Court decision that made it unconstitutional to refund the
brideprice upon divorce. The Rwandan anti-GBV legislation is one of the most
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comprehensive and transformative ones that directly challenges strong patri-
archal norms, not only by banning domestic violence, but also by outlawing
nonconsensual marital sex defined as rape. Born out of the ashes of the 1994
conflict, the women’s groups advocacy work was strongly backed up by key
members of the parliament and government actors, which also granted effec-
tive implementation (Burnet, 2019). As the study by Sanin (2024) shows, in
Rwandan genocide-intense areas — where male scarcity led women to marry
more violent men — divorce rates went up and domestic violence decreased
after the law enactment. Interestingly, the results point toward an intergenera-
tional transmission of different gender norms. The younger generation living in
genocide-intense areas exhibits higher bargaining power, a reduction in domes-
tic violence, and its acceptance without a rise in divorce rates after the law
enactment.

These results suggest that laws can act as catalysts for changing social norms
and behaviors, but, likely, under certain circumstances. In particular, assuring
wide societal and governmental support, whereby key powerful groups and
elites back up the reform, seems key. As put forward by Acemoglu and Jackson
(2017), the gradual tightening of laws is effective when in line with prevailing
social norms. In turn, when laws are in conflict with norms, tighter laws can
have counteracting effects, reducing behavior among law-abiding individuals
but increasing it among lawbreakers. In line with this, Sanin (2024) shows that
the anti-GBV legislation passed in Uganda was not effective, possibly because
it suffered from a lack of support from key powerful groups, which might be
symptomatic of the law being too much in conflict with mainstream social
norms about domestic violence.”* In contrast, changing the cost of marital dis-
solution appeared to be more effective at curbing domestic violence. After the
Supreme Court decision reduced the cost of divorce by prohibiting the refund
of the brideprice, and dissolution was already socially acceptable, women from
ethnic groups where the brideprice was previously refundable were more likely
to separate and experienced less domestic violence (Sanin, 2024). The impor-
tance for legislation to be effective to count on societal support and/or on
support of powerful groups is confirmed by Gulesci, Leone, and Zafar (2024)
who document the risk of laws backfiring. The study shows that Pakistan’s new
domestic violence laws increased women’s self-reported IPV in ethnic groups
with very conservative views on wife-beating and divorce. The authors argue
that this illustrates the backlash effect of laws that are in stark conflict with
prevailing social norms.

24 According to Ahikire and Mwiine (2019) the final version of the law was probably too diluted
to make any significant difference and suffered from a hazy implementation.
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Another dimension of gender inequality on which an increasing number
of countries has passed legislation are traditional harmful practices such as
child marriage and FGM. The evidence here points toward a limited capacity
of laws to curb these practices. In the case of child marriage, studies gen-
erally find limited or no impact of legal bans, probably due to weak law
enforcement and persistent social norms (Batyra & Pesando, 2021; McGavock,
2021; Collin & Talbot, 2023; Wilson, 2022).>> With respect to FGM, while
some evidence suggests that legal bans can reduce FGM rates (Crisman et al.,
2016; Garcia-Hombrados & Salgado, 2023), other studies highlight significant
limitations (Camilotti, 2015; Cetorelli et al., 2020; Kudo, 2023).

By comparing Mauritania, which banned FGM in 2005, with Mali, where
no such law exists, Cetorelli et al. (2020) found no significant difference in the
prevalence of FGM. In contrast, the introduction of an anti-FGM law in 1996 in
Burkina Faso resulted in a significant decline in the prevalence of the practice,
possibly thanks to the interplay between legislation and robust grassroots cam-
paigns, which fostered societal disapproval of the practice and increased the
perceived costs of compliance with traditional norms (Crisman et al., 2016).
However, Kudo (2023) reports that the reduction was less pronounced for
severe forms of the practice involving younger girls, underscoring the resilience
of cultural practices that are perceived as important to community identity. The
1999 ban enacted in Senegal was found to effectively reduce the likelihood
of undergoing FGM and simultaneously increased educational investments in
girls, as parents reallocated resources in response to the heightened costs asso-
ciated with FGM (Garcia-Hombrados & Salgado, 2023). This contrasts with
previous findings from Camilotti (2015), who documents that anti-FGM laws
in Senegal prompted families to perform the practice earlier in a child’s life to
avoid detection, resulting in increased health risks due to the clandestine nature
of the procedures.

It is somewhat hard to reconcile these divergent findings, as the effectiveness
of a law is likely highly context-specific, depending on the country’s political
and social dynamics. A study by Poyker (2023) shows, indeed, that anti-FGM
laws tend to be more effective in politically stable regimes, where people have
greater trust in the consistency and durability of government enforcement. In
contrast, in politically unstable settings, uncertainty about the enforcement of
laws can weaken efforts to change deeply rooted social norms. This likely influ-
ences the capacity of legal bans to successfully change normative social norms
by establishing a credible change in sanctions, in that the original negative

25 See Section 4.2.1 for a discussion of the studies evaluating the impacts of bans against child
marriage.
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social sanction for not following the norm will be substituted by a new, credible
negative sanction for following it. In this case, normative expectations would
change, too (Bicchieri & Mercier, 2014).

6.1.2 Media and Edutainment

Beyond formal legislation, efforts to shift gender norms have included
nationwide mass media campaigns or campaigns targeted at the community
level. Exposure to information and different role models broadcast by the mass
media has proven especially influential in shaping attitudes and behaviors.
Despite not having this explicit goal, radio and television serial dramas that
model gender-equitable attitudes, for example, portraying a father supporting
his daughter’s education, or a husband respecting his wife’s decisions, have
also been associated with shifts in audience attitudes and behaviors.

In Brazil, access to soap operas portraying small families led to lower
fertility among women (Ferrara, Chong, & Duryea, 2012) and to increased
divorce and separation rates (Chong & Ferrara, 2009). In India, access to cable
TV is associated with improved gender attitudes (decrease of son preference
and of domestic violence justification) and women’s behavioral outcomes
(increased autonomy, lower fertility) (Jensen & Oster, 2009). In Egypt, an
anti-FGM campaign broadcast on radio between 1994 and 2003 reduced the
likelihood of being cut by 13% among exposed cohorts under 15 years old at
the time of the campaign (Khalifa, 2022). However, there is also evidence of
backlash effects. Exposure to telenovelas with LGBTQ+ characters lowered
tolerance toward homosexuals and homosexuality across 14 Latin Ameri-
can countries, the effect being larger among more conservative individuals
(Gulesci, Lombardi, & Ramos, 2024).

Beyond exposure to mass media, the evidence about the capacity of targeted
information campaigns or video messages to change gender-related behaviors
and social norms is more mixed.’® A recent review by Peterman (2025) looking
at edutainment interventions on violence against women and children reports
that most interventions are often found to effectively curb attitudes in support
for violence, at least in the short term. However, their capacity to change behav-
iors is limited as most studies report null or small effects on violence against

women.

26 For recent reviews of the effects of edutainment interventions beyond gender social norms see
La Ferrara (2016); Orozco-Olvera, Shen, and Cluver (2019); Grady, lannantuoni, and Winters
(2021).
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In her review, Peterman (2025) reports that edutainment interven-
tions against child marriage (eight studies) seem slightly more successful
at curbing actual behaviors.”” Among these, four measure impacts on
child marriage rates and three find a significant decrease. A study by
Raghunathan, Sushant, and Mankad (2021) finds a significant decrease in child
marriage (-9 percentage points) and a delay in average age at marriage
(+6.5 months) still five years after the end of the Breakthrough edutainment
program - a large-scale intervention implemented in two Indian states combin-
ing a mass-media campaign urging men to act against child marriage, training
about gender rights, sexuality, and sexual harassment targeted at key stakehold-
ers at the community and Grand Panchayat level, and school-based training
against early marriage. Interestingly, the delay in child marriage is coming
from keeping girls longer in school (+9 months). Positive effects are also
found in north Nigeria where a targeted edutainment intervention that suc-
cessfully improved boys’ and girls’ primary school attendance and learning
was also found to decrease the combined likelihood of teenage childbearing
and marriage by 1.4-3.9 percentage points 12 months after the intervention
(Orozco-Olvera & Rascon-Ramirez, 2023). These results combined echo those
presented in Section 4.2.4 whereby several interventions find that increasing
(girls’) schooling manages to delay age at marriage. Moreover, these studies
add an interesting piece of evidence: acting on the side of preferences with edu-
tainment interventions is an additional successful way for promoting schooling
and deterring child marriage.

Interesting insights about who shall be targeted within a community to trans-
form gender social norms are provided by Cassidy et al. (2024). The study
evaluates whether it is more successful to target an edutainment intervention —
a mobile cinema screening of a street-theater performance against child mar-
riage in two provinces of Pakistan — to men, women or both. Targeting men
only significantly reduces the probability of female child marriage six months
(—4.1 percentage point decrease, a 66% reduction relative to the control mean)
and one year and a half after the end of the intervention (—5.3 percentage point
decrease, a 43% reduction relative to the control mean). Targeting women only,
who are considered more hesitant to depart from social norms about child mar-
riage, is not effective, neither in the short nor in the long run. Targeting both
women and men within the same household is effective only in the long run
(—5.2 percentage points), but not in the short run. The authors reconcile these
results with a theoretical model whereby women attach greater weight to the

27 The review by Peterman (2025) also reviews four studies evaluating edutainment interventions
against FGM, though only one looks at (and finds significant) impact on girls’ cut rates.
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sanctions of deviating from community norms than men do. Consequently, men
would be more receptive of the intervention and would be more successful at
persuading their untreated spouses to delay their daughters’ marriage. How-
ever, they would be somewhat less successful in households where both are
treated. To be convinced, mothers would first need to perceive the shift in com-
munity norms, making them accept to delay their daughters’ marriage only in
the long run. Women are found, notwithstanding, an important actor of change
at the community level. Targeting women — either alone or jointly with their
husbands — translates into similarly lower child marriage rates at the village
level. According to the authors, mothers — given their stronger reluctance to
deviate from social norms — would have greater incentives than fathers to dif-
fuse information within the community to shift social norms, and they would
do so through gendered networks.

These studies provide some new interesting insights about the mechanisms
surrounding changes in social norms. Raghunathan et al. (2021) highlight that,
despite a significant decrease in child marriage rates, the intervention did not
make households hold more progressive norms about gender roles within the
home. In fact, education is perceived as a vehicle for better management of
the home rather than for empowering girls. Therefore, systematically inter-
preting changes in behaviors as changes in social norms can be misleading.
Furthermore, behavioral changes at the household or at the community level
may follow very distinct dynamics, especially when people strictly abide to
community normative norms, as documented by Cassidy et al. (2024).

Several mechanisms seem to be at play. First, mass-media campaign and
targeted edutainment interventions may improve people’s knowledge, for
instance, about the adverse consequences of violence, child marriage, or
FGM.?® However, behaviors dictated by normative social norms are hardly
due to a lack of information, but most often to the fear of deviant behaviors
being sanctioned by the reference group. Hence, the knowledge channel may,
at best, affect individuals’ preferences, but only change behaviors when these
are not governed by normative social norms. Second, these interventions can
also act on individual persuasion, whereby people are exposed to role models
who behave in a different way or who directly tell them that their normative
beliefs are mistaken.”” This would be relevant for updating personal beliefs
and changing behaviors dictated by descriptive norms, conventions, and habits.

28 Out of the 21 studies reviewed by Peterman (2025), 11 explore impacts on knowledge and 9
find evidence of an information channel as potential mechanism.

29 Peterman (2025) documents that out of the 18 studies exploring impacts on attitudes, 12 show
evidence of an effect on individual persuasion.
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However, it might not be enough to change normative social norms as people
need to be convinced, in addition, that the large majority of their reference
group is changing behavior and that deviating from the previous norm will not
be sanctioned. Third, another possible channel is norms’ perceptions — most
often measured as changes in second-order beliefs, meaning people’s beliefs
about what the others think.>’ Yet the fact that a shift in perceptions does not
translate into a behavioral change in most of these studies suggests that most
interventions may have only affected, at best, empirical expectations, but not
normative ones. For instance, learning about the illegality of child marriage
might not change behaviors if the cost of deviating from the social norm is
higher than the cost of deviating from the law, or if the law is perceived as
not legitimate, too distant from existing norms or weakly enforced. Similarly,
changing the perception of the community support for FGM will translate into
a behavioral change only if people also start to believe that its abandonment
will not be followed by negative sanctions.

In light of these mixed results, partly linked to the wide diversity of the study
designs, and to the empirical challenging measurement of normative social
norms, the literature on edutainment interventions has still much to explore.
Future research would be particularly welcome for examining whether this type
of interventions effectively changes not only attitudes and second-order beliefs
but also normative expectations in order to trigger a change in social norms
and associated behaviors. More studies are needed to test theories on how role
models and storytelling influence attitudes, norms, and actual behaviors.

6.1.3 Targeting Boys and Men

Recent efforts have tried to shift gender-related behaviors and social norms
by focusing on men. These interventions aim to address the role of men in vio-
lence perpetration, recognizing the key role that masculinity and gender-related
social norms play in the acceptability and use of violence against women.
Although not all men are violent, and some actively oppose violence, the use
of violence over women is one source of power accorded to men in many
settings. Mainstream masculinity indeed often entails dominance and control
over women, which are attributes usually constituting the most legitimate and
acclaimed version of hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 2013). Importantly, this
dominant ideal of masculinity is not imposed but most often widely accepted
as normal by both men and women from a young age. Most men aspire to it,
even if they can’t fully achieve it (for instance, due to poverty preventing a

30" Peterman (2025) reports that, out of the 11 studies investigating this channel, 9 find a significant
change in people’s perception of what the reference group thinks.
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man from being a provider), and it shapes shared views on how men and gen-
der roles should be (Jewkes, Flood, & Lang, 2015). Thus both men and women
need to be actively engaged to change this predominant masculinity ideal and
gender-related norms.

A wide variety of interventions involving men and aimed at violence pre-
vention are implemented worldwide; however, rigorous evaluations are scarce.
A study by Ricardo, Eads, and Barker (2011) reviews 65 high-quality studies
implemented in 11 countries, out of which 4 took place in middle-income coun-
tries (Brazil, India, Korea, and South Africa) and 3 took place in low-income
countries (Ethiopia, Nicaragua, and Thailand).?! Overall, only 8 interventions
met criteria that placed them in the category of “strongest” quality, while 21
were classified as of “moderate” quality.®> Out of these 29 studies, 15 evalu-
ated the effects of interventions on perpetration of sexual, nonsexual, or both
types of violence against women, as self-reported by men. The effects on self-
reported perpetration of violence seems rather limited. Only 1 study found a
significant decrease in sexual violence and 7 reported a decrease in any form

33 The reviewed interventions were more success-

of violence against women.
ful at shifting attitude towards violence (10 out of 16 ) and gender roles (5 out
of 12), however for most studies there is a serious risk of these results being
affected by social desirability bias as all outcomes were directly self-reported
by men and little was done to address this risk of bias.

Recent evidence about engaging men alone in peer-facilitated group dis-
cussions aimed at transforming inequitable gender attitudes is provided by
Vaillant et al. (2020) who evaluate the “Engaging Men through Accountable
Practice” intervention with a clustered randomized control trial in North and
South Kivu. The intervention consisted in a 16-week group-based discussion
series for men with three-hour-long sessions led by male trainers. About six
months after the end of the intervention, men were significantly less likely to
intend to commit violence and to justify wife-beating, whereas they appeared

31 Almost all studies (90%) took place in school settings and the vast majority (55) used group

education methods to deliver the intervention. Only 27 targeted boys and men only.

These categories were determined based on a Cochrane analysis. The following criteria applied
to the strongest quality: individual or clustered randomized assignment with a large enough
number of clusters, sufficient sample size (at least n = 30) at follow-up, follow-up of at least
one month, no major methodological flaws or risks of bias. Studies fell into the “moderate”
category if they had at least one significant risk of bias or methodological challenge, such as
having a very small sample size, having sampling challenges, or problems with attrition that
make results questionable.

Of these, 4 were focused on early teens, 5 included both sexes in the intervention, and all
involved prolonged interventions that addressed violence through promotion of respectful
intimate relationships.

32

33
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more likely to accept women refusing sex for any reason. However, no signif-
icant reduction in women’s reports of physical or sexual IPV is found, even
though women reported improvements in relationship quality and reductions
in negative male behaviors.

Larger impacts were found by a closely related study investigating a ran-
domized controlled trial intervention targeting couples in Rwanda (Doyle et al.,
2018). Male participants were involved together with their female partners in
a 15-session curriculum of 45 hours in total to discuss topics such as gen-
der equality, fatherhood, reproductive health, and violence prevention.** The
study found that, two years after the intervention, men in the treatment group
were significantly more involved in caregiving and household tasks, showed
greater support for shared decision-making, and were less likely to perpe-
trate physical or sexual IPV. Importantly, their female partners also reported
improved relationship quality and reduced experiences of violence. These find-
ings underscore the potential of structured, couples-based programs to shift
harmful gender norms and promote healthier, more equitable relationships.

A different approach is the one evaluated by Nguyen and Tarp (2022), who
tested two alternative types of interventions to encourage men to critically
reflect about gender equality in Vietnam. The authors randomly assigned par-
ticipants to two different tasks: either comment on national gender laws or write
stories about gender equality. Those who wrote stories showed a 0.29 standard-
deviation improvement in self-reported gender attitudes and a modest increase
in housework contributions, while mere commentary had no effect. Simply
pushing men to think about gender issues appears to change their perceptions
of gender equality, even though it was not successful at changing their behav-
ior, such as engaging in housework and providing childcare. Interestingly, this
study also documents that providing information about gender-related laws
does not change men’s perceptions of gender issues, a possibly informative
takeaway for those studies investigating the effectiveness of laws against GBV.

The capacity of a large-scale intervention to improve men’s gender equitable
attitudes and behavior is investigated by Alderman et al. (2025) with respect to
Ethiopia’s graduation program Strengthen PSNP Institutions and Resilience.
On top of livelihoods and nutrition activities, the program had an explicit aim
of promoting gender equity in two ways. First, men and women were brought
together in village economic and social associations to facilitate discussions
around financial literacy, savings and credit, income-generating activities, and
gender equitable norms. The gender-related topics were discussed over six

34 The curriculum was adapted from “Program P,” an open source manual for engaging men in
maternal and child health, created by Promundo, CulturaSalud, and REDMAS.
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one-hour bimonthly sessions.*> Second, men were invited to eight sessions of
men-only group discussions to critically reflect on traditional gender roles and
explore the positive and perceived negative effects of male involvement in tasks
traditionally assigned to women.

Results show that at one-year follow-up men’s gender equitable attitudes
and their involvement in household tasks significantly increase. However,
by three-year follow-up, only treatment arms with the men’s groups con-
tinue to have significant impacts. Interestingly, the impact size is larger for
men’s engagement in household tasks (0.26-0.29 standard deviations) — such
as cleaning, cooking, collecting firewood and water — than for gender equi-
table attitudes (0.07—0.14 standard deviations). Similar results are found from
women'’s reports of their partner’s behavior, mitigating worries of social desir-
ability bias. This study underscores the transformative capacity of peer groups
where men encourage and support each other to redefine traditional gender
roles, effectively shifting attitudes and behaviors.

In this regard, a study by Pulerwitz et al. (2015) confirms the importance
of group dynamics for triggering changes in attitudes. The authors investigate
the Male Norms Initiative, a community-based intervention aimed at shifting
gender norms and reducing IPV perpetration among men aged 15 to 24 in
Addis Abeba, Ethiopia. Using a quasi-experimental design — caution should be
used in interpreting these findings due to small sample size and lack of proper
randomization design — the community intervention was either implemented
alone or in combination with at set of eight group training sessions delivered in
youth centers. The community intervention alone or combined with group train-
ing effectively decreases self-reported perpetration of IPV among participants.
However, it successfully improved participants’ support for gender-equitable
norms only when combined with the group training. These results suggest that
group discussion and education are an important component for interventions
to effectively shift attitudes toward gender norms and masculinity.

While most studies focus on adult men, Dhar, Jain, and Jayachandran (2022)
investigate adolescents’ gender-related attitudes. The study evaluates an inter-
vention conducted in the Indian state of Haryana that lasted much longer than
those previously presented here. It engaged 7th to 10th graders in classroom
discussions about gender equality, with a 45-minute session held every three

35 The topics were the following: (1) workloads of men and women; (2) cooperation and sharing
household work; (3) household decision-making; (4) improved listening, communication, and
understanding skills; (5) engaging men in childcare; and (6) identifying restrictive social norms
related to women’s mobility.
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weeks for two and one-half school years.*°

The program was found to sig-
nificantly improve gender attitudes by +0.18 standard deviations in the short
run (three and one-half months after the program ended) and by +0.16 stand-
ard deviations two years after the program ended. The program also appeared
to improve self-reported gender-equal behavior, in both the short and medium
run; however, more objective measures of behavior — whether girls submitted
a college scholarship application and signing a public petition to end the dowry
system — do not appear to improve. Interestingly, the study finds a significant
and positive effect on attitudes and self-reported behaviors for both boys and
girls in the short and medium run. However, boys report a larger and sustained
impact on behaviors, whereas the effect on attitudes is less sustained for girls in
the medium run. While the authors show that the results in the overall sample
are not driven by experimenter demand effect, as measured by the Marlowe—
Crowne social desirability scale, they do not show whether desirability bias
matters differentially for boys and girls.

Even though the available scientific evidence is still probably too thin to
clearly identify the key elements that make interventions targeting men and
boys successful at changing gender social norms, a few patterns emerge. First,
attitudes seem easier to change than actual behaviors, especially when it comes
to perpetration of IPV. Part of the reason might be that changing attitudes does
not equate with changing normative social norms (or their perception), making
the last mile of a behavioral change hard to reach. Moreover, more evidence is
needed to understand the type of men who effectively shift attitudes. Aware-
ness might be more easily raised among those more sympathetic with gender
equality and with the least propensity to ever be violent. In this respect, the
selection of participants should provide enough variation among men to care-
fully avoid reinforcing gender-inequitable masculine ideals with the risk of
further marginalizing men with different attitudes. Second, engaging the refer-
ence network, by reaching out to communities and not just individuals, seems
to be more effective at addressing hegemonic gender norms than just focusing
on individual-level attitude changes (Pulerwitz et al., 2015; Dhar et al., 2022;
Alderman et al., 2025). This is coherent with the idea that norms are shared nor-
mative beliefs that require a collective process to be changed. Third, engaging
both men and women, either in the same group-discussions (Doyle et al., 2018;
Dhar et al., 2022) or by making women participate in related program activi-
ties (Alderman et al., 2025), appears to be an important aspect of successful

36 The sessions taught facts and endorsed gender equality, prompting students to reflect on their
own and society’s views. Discussion topics included gender stereotypes, gender roles at home,
girls’ education, women’s employment outside the home, and harassment.
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interventions, as this possibly reinforces the message that surrounding social
institutions care about gender inequality, updating the perceived social norms.
Finally, one-size-fits-all interventions are rarely effective. Curricula must be
tailored to local contexts and grounded in a sound theory of change. Evidence
highlights the need to challenge dominant ideals of masculinity and gender
roles, recognize similarities between men and women, and critically examine
men’s privilege and power to align it with women’s rights and empowerment
in the economic, political, and domestic spheres (Jewkes et al., 2015).

6.1.4 Correcting Misperceptions

People often tend to assume that others’ behavior is consistent with their atti-
tudes and preferences. By observing a widespread behavior in compliance with
the social norm, people will infer that their reference group endorses the norm.
When many people privately condemn a behavior but wrongly believe their
peers endorse it, we are facing pluralistic ignorance (Bicchieri, 2017). In the
absence of transparent communication among individuals, people may conceal
their true opinions and align with the observed behavior to avoid being put at
disadvantage. This may lead to the persistence of a behavior that most people
dislike. Child marriage, FGM, and domestic violence can be the object of social
norms subject to pluralistic ignorance.

Pluralistic ignorance occurs when people have wrong normative expecta-
tions (what they think their peers expect from them), whereas misperception
of social norms occurs when people have wrong empirical expectations (how
prevalent a certain behavior is). In the case of misperception, for instance, peo-
ple may (wrongly) think that bribing is common in their country, and adapt
their behavior based on this (false) empirical expectation. Whereas in the case
of pluralistic ignorance, for instance, families decide not to cut their daughters
without telling anyone because they think the norm is to cut the daughters and
they would be ostracized otherwise. Both can be solved by either updating peo-
ple’s normative or empirical expectations, and this can help change behavior.
Informing people about the actual frequency of a specific behavior can combat
the original misperception of how frequent a behavior really is.

Misperceptions about others, being it in terms of their characteristics — such
as race, income, tax evasion — or of their opinions — such as political ideology,
gender equality, climate change — are widespread across the world. A review by
Bursztyn and Yang (2022) shows that, out of 81 studies eliciting 434 beliefs, in
only 20% of the beliefs the share of respondents who hold correct perceptions
about others (i.e., within a 0.5 standard deviation of the truth) exceeds 50%.

In more than 30% of the beliefs, more than three-quarters of the respondents
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hold beliefs that are at least a 0.5 standard deviation away from the truth.?’
Similarly, misperceptions of others’ beliefs (second-order beliefs) are widely
present across the world male and female population when it comes to support-
ing policies for gender equality in the labor market. Bursztyn et al. (2023) show
that worldwide people underestimate others’ support for basic rights policies,
such as allowing women to work outside of the home, by an average of 20.6
percentage points. In 49 out of 60 countries this misperception concerns more
than 70% of the population. The pattern is more mixed when it comes to beliefs
about other’s support for affirmative action policies, such as prioritizing women
when hiring for leadership positions. This appears to be overall underestimated
by 9 percentage points, though it is mostly underestimated in less gender-equal
countries while it is overestimated in more gender-equal countries.

As mentioned, providing truthful information about others can be a strategy
to correct misperceptions. The review by Bursztyn and Yang (2022) documents
that, overall, updating people’s beliefs proves to be effective in modifying their
opinions; however, it is much less effective at modifying related behaviors,
either actual or intended ones. Indeed, updating empirical expectation will be
pertinent only if behaviors are governed by descriptive norms, but not by nor-
mative social norms (Bicchieri, 2017). Since a social norm is supported by
normative expectations, it may be not sufficient to publicly disclose that most
individuals dislike the norm and would like to behave differently. To change
behavior, people must also be sure that its abandonment will not be followed
by negative sanctions.

The literature on updating people’s empirical expectation covers a variety of
topics — from peers’ voting participation to water and energy use, from savings
to charitable donations (see the review by Haaland, Roth, & Wohlfart, 2023) —
but very few studies have looked at correcting misperceptions about gender
social norms. A study by Bursztyn, Gonzalez, and Yanagizawa-Drott (2020) is
a notable exception. Drawing from a sample of 1,500 young men (aged 18-35
years old) living in Saudi Arabia, the authors find that 82% of them are in favor
of women working outside of the home, but 92% of them underestimate others’
support. The study deploys an information experiment with a sample of 500
young men in Riyadh, whereby the true rate of support is revealed to one-half
of the study participants. These are then asked to make an incentivized choice

37 The “truth” benchmark is easier to determine for some objective characteristics — like the share
of immigrants — whereas it is harder to assess when it comes to self-reported opinions, which,
collected in standard surveys, may suffer from social desirability bias. Importantly, however,
the study results do not appear to be driven by noise or measurement error.
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between receiving an online gift card and signing their wives up for a job-
matching mobile application. In the group receiving the updated information,
sign-up for the job application increases by 9 percentage points (36% relative
to the control group average). Importantly, the authors document long-lasting
changes in opinions and actual behaviors.*®

Overall, there is abundant scientific evidence showing that people widely
misperceive others’ beliefs and behaviors, holding concrete consequences for
one’s own behavior. Recent evidence also documents that perception of social
norms plays an important role in gender equality, especially female employ-
ment outside of the home. Correcting those misperceptions is a low-hanging
fruit for relatively inexpensive policies and it appears to be effective at chang-
ing beliefs and behaviors, at least related to women’s work outside of the home.
More evidence is needed to assess the effectiveness of this type of interventions
in different contexts and for other gender social norms.

7 Conclusive Remarks, Paths for Future Research,
and a Policy Road Map

The road to gender equality is still long, despite past progress. Improved access
to reproductive health certainly led to a considerable drop in maternal mortal-
ity and adolescent birth rates. Wider access to family planning helped women
take control of their fertility and family choices. Governmental efforts to make
education accessible to all led to an increase in completion rates, for boys as
for girls. Despite an encouraging upward trend in gender equality since the
1990s, the past few years have seen a stagnating — or even reversing — situation,
especially with respect to women’s access to the labor market. Besides, discrim-
inatory laws and social norms persist, limiting equal rights and opportunities,
especially in the global South.

This contrasted landscape lays the ground for a flourishing scientific lit-
erature in economics — and other sciences — that aims to understand the root
causes of inequality and to provide sound evidence about effective solutions.
Historical patriarchal norms related to lineage, asset control, inheritance, and
the residency of married couples in favor of men play a key role in restricting
women’s human rights and preventing their human and economic empower-
ment. Economic growth and development may contribute to shift the dominant

38 Three to five months later, wives of treated participants were significantly more likely to have
applied for a job outside the home and to have interviewed for a job outside the home. The
change in second-order beliefs is also persistent — whereby participants believe a significantly
higher share of their neighbors in general support women working outside the home — and it
appears to spill over to other behaviors — treated participants are significantly more likely to
report that they would sign up their wives for driving lessons.
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paradigm by, for instance, opening up new labor opportunities for women and
making access to formal education less costly. Yet there is clearly room for
policy interventions to facilitate and accelerate a much broader empowerment
process.

The scientific evidence reviewed in this Element highlights that support-
ing female work activities and facilitating women’s employment improve
outcomes both at the woman level and at the household level. For instance, eco-
nomic empowerment results in a significant decrease in any type of violence —
especially physical and emotional violence. Similarly, cash transfers, partic-
ularly when attached to a child-related conditionality, effectively decrease
domestic violence. Conditional in-kind or cash transfers, facilitating access to
the labor market and providing school subsidies, also appear to be the most
effective solution for delaying marriage and childbearing. Yet this is not to
say that poverty and economic constraints should be seen as the only lever-
age for improving women’s lives. While negative economic shocks can push
households to adopt coping strategies detrimental for women — such as child
marriage — policies providing simply unconditional cash transfers were less
effective than conditional transfers and school-related interventions. Investing
in girls’ human capital is, in fact, a more effective policy response, show-
ing long-lasting effects. Evidence shows long-term positive effects of keeping
girls longer in school, whereby age at marriage increases together with their
human capital, financial autonomy, and marriage mate quality. Interestingly,
these results are not explained by a mere incarceration effect and, when con-
trasted with the limited impact of life-skills and vocational training found by
the literature, they suggest that what matters is actual schooling and not just
short-term training.

Another possible policy response for improving women’s life conditions is
to grant equal rights and opportunities to women and men. The economic litera-
ture in this respect is still thin and shows mixed results. Available evidence from
the global South shows that legal bans against child marriage are partly effec-
tive, but mostly in urban areas. In turn, banning FGM has very little impact,
as do reforms to grant equal inheritance rights. These discriminatory prac-
tices appear to be hard to curb, possibly due to a complex interplay between
top-down legal reforms being too distant from the persistent social norms. In
contrast, the expansion of formal pension systems — a policy not directly aimed
at improving gender equality but acting on an important household constraint —
was found to improve skewed sex ratios by making it unnecessary for parents to
rely solely on sons for their old-age support. An important lesson to draw from
these studies is that addressing the specific constraints or social norms related
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to certain practices may be more effective than banning the practice itself. Nev-
ertheless, timing may matter too, whereby reforms may be effective only once
the society is ready for change. The persistent and widespread approval for dis-
criminatory practices still found in large part of the global South, and coupled
with a limited state capacity for law enforcement, may prevent legal bans from
being effective.

The limited available empirical evidence showing so far mixed effects of
governmental laws and reforms lays the ground for more future research. The
literature studying the effects of providing equal rights to women is richer in
the global North and may provide guidance for future research. For instance,
granting female suffrage was found to increase public spending in the United
States and in Switzerland, especially the share of expenditures in public health
(Doepke, Tertilt, & Voena, 2012). To date, evidence with respect to the impact
of women’s political rights on public spending in the global South is mixed
and limited to the context of India (Chattopadhyay & Duflo, 2004; Ban & Rao,
2008; Clots-Figueras, 2011).>" At least two additional topics could serve as the
object of future research. First, the recent increase in the share of female par-
liament members observed among several developing countries may provide a
fertile ground for more evidence in this respect. Second, more systematic evi-
dence about policies granting legal access to contraceptives would be welcome
amid the persistent high fertility rates and the unmet family planning needs
observed in part of the global South, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa (Dupas
et al., 2025). Evidence from the United States shows that granting legal access
to oral contraceptives led to an increased control of women over the timing
of childbearing, labor market participation, and bargaining in the household
(Goldin & Katz, 2002). However, in poor countries the effect of granting legal
access to the use of contraceptives may be limited by other family-level fac-
tors, such as women’s bargaining power, questioning once more the role of
cultural traits and social norms (Ashraf, Field, & Lee, 2014). In this respect,
the economic literature assessing the effects of legal reforms on women’s
empowerment would probably benefit from embracing the “intersectionality”
approach by accounting for the intersectional discrimination on the basis of
gender, class, ethnic group, caste, and sexual orientation. This would possibly
help to shed light on the complex dynamics behind women’s empowerment in
different contexts and across different oppressed groups.

39 Following the Indian reform, pro-women laws regarding inheritance, violence, and crimes
against women were passed (Priyanka, 2020; Clots-Figueras, 2011; Iyer et al., 2012) and an
improvement in employment provision was observed, such as more NREGA-type public jobs
that benefit women primarily (Bose & Das, 2018).
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Future research is particularly needed to unveil the mechanisms and con-
straints on the household side that would make effective legal bans and targeted
interventions for gender equality. Given the persistent institutional discrim-
ination against women in low-income countries, more evidence is needed
on understanding under which circumstances laws banning discriminatory
practices and granting equal rights are effective. This requires analyses on a
broad geographical scale, covering various countries, and on a broad temporal
scale, covering multiple generations. Exploring changes in beliefs, perceptions,
habits, and social norms would provide an important contribution to the extent
that these factors can considerably limit the application and respect of any legal
reform or targeted intervention. In this respect, shifting the vision of the dis-
cipline from a “women’s affair” to include men’s perceptions and behaviors
appears to be a promising research avenue.

Besides, the measurement and methodological challenges faced by those
studies assessing the evolution of social norms highlight the need for more data
and of higher quality, especially when it comes to gender norms and GBV.
As discussed in this Element, it is only recently that survey data about GBV
started to be systematically collected at a national scale and concerns about lack
of harmonization across countries remain. Moreover, data about victimization
and gender norms are particularly sensitive to misreporting, making inference
sometimes challenging. Increased efforts to improve data quality while pro-
tecting the respondents and granting their confidentiality should be taken as a
serious concern by future research.

A broader policy-related question remains about the reasons for the lack of
progress toward gender equality observed worldwide since 2019. Whether this
relates — and to what extent — to the long shadow of the Covid-19 pandemic is
yet to be formally assessed and quantified. Among the gender-sensitive mea-
sures put in place in response to the Covid crisis, more than half concerned
GBY, while little efforts were put to strengthen women’s economic security and
support unpaid care work (Women UN, 2023). Open questions remain about
the efficacy of those policy responses on gender equality. More broadly, shed-
ding light on the consequences of crises on women and gender inequality is
of paramount importance for building resilience and for promoting adequate
policies in response and in anticipation of future crises.

Concerns about the future progress toward gender equality objectives are
particularly worrisome given the recent cuts in Official Development Aid
(ODA) targeted to gender equality and the decision of the new US administra-
tion to ban all public funding for international nongovernmental organizations
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working on abortion access and information.*’ This has concrete consequences
for girls’ ability to continue their education, for ensuring access to sexual
and reproductive services, and for women’s economic vulnerability. Based on
global trends, this could result in 4.2 million unintended pregnancies and 8,340
deaths from pregnancy and childbirth-related complications by 2025.%!

Even more worrisome, this funding reduction is starker in those least-
developed countries with the lowest gender equality, suggesting a misalign-
ment between gender-focused needs and donor allocation strategies. This is
especially unfortunate given the costs of addressing gender inequality in the
least developed countries are the lowest per capita than anywhere else in the
world.*? Today, 40% of women of reproductive age live under restrictive abor-
tion laws, resulting in thousands of deaths from unsafe abortion each year, 270
million women lack access to modern contraception, and nearly 4.4 million
girls are at risk of FGM.*

Furthermore, these funding cuts come at a time of new restrictive abortion
policies, public health crises, and the rise of anti-rights movements threatening
the progress made so far toward gender equality.** Against this surge in con-
servatism, some promising and forward-looking initiatives are taking place. A
feminist approach to international aid has recently gained momentum both at
the state level and within the feminist movement. Some 15 countries joined
the Feminist Foreign Policy Plus (FFP+) group, a coalition of countries and
organizations that support and promote a foreign policy approach to diplomacy
at the international level. By putting gender equality and women’s rights at
the center of international relations, they aim to dismantle systemic inequali-
ties by integrating a feminist perspective into diplomacy, official development
assistance, and peace and security.* In parallel, there is a growing movement
toward feminist financing, including the establishment of dedicated funds for

40 The United States of America has historically been the leading donor for sexual and reproduc-

tive health and rights (SRHR), providing more than $9 billion in 2022; that is 66% of the total
ODA for SRHR (DSW, 2024).

See www.guttmacher.org/2025/01/family-planning-impact-trump-foreign-assistance-freeze.
https://unctad.org/sdg-costing/gender-equality.
https://focus2030.org/Gender-inequality-around-the-world-in-2025-special-report.

Between 2019 and 2023 an alarming rise in funding for anti-rights and anti-gender movements
was observed across Europe, amounting to US$1.18 billion (Datta, 2025). Moreover, in 2020
some 36 conservative governments, including the United States, have adopted the Geneva
Consensus Declaration on Promoting Women’s Health and Strengthening the Family, which
opposes abortion and promotes a conservative vision of the family and the rights of sexual
minorities.

4 See www.ffpcollaborative.org.

41
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feminist organizations, which advocates for allocating more resources to femi-
nist and women’s rights organizations, ensuring that funding reaches grassroots
initiatives effectively.

Scientific research has an important role to play in the fight for gender
equality. By documenting the best practices and assessing the effectiveness of
policy interventions, scientific evidence can help canalize efforts toward those
actions showing the largest impact and the highest value for money. In recent
years scientific evidence has made remarkable progress in providing causal
evidence about the root causes and mechanisms behind gender inequality. A
flourishing experimental literature has also identified and quantified targeted
interventions effectively improving girls and women’s living conditions. Yet
much still needs to be explored. It is only recently that the economic litera-
ture has started to systematically questioning the role of social norms when
assessing policy impacts on gender inequality. Societal changes encompassing
gendered cultural traits, beliefs, and social norms still need to be assessed with
broader long-term analyses to ascertain persistent improvements. In light of
the tremendous heterogeneities among countries in the global South, the role
played by policy design to accommodate different contexts is yet to be fully
understood. There clearly remain many important unanswered questions and a
need for richer data and further explorations.

The road to gender equality is paved with uncertainties, putting at stake the
lives of millions of women and girls. In light of the current trajectory of declin-
ing ODA flows, without a concerted effort to increase and sustain funding,
particularly for programs targeting the most marginalized women and girls,
the global community risks falling short of its commitments to gender equality
and inclusive development. More than ever, there is the need for a large and
comprehensive scientific and political push, which includes increased diversi-
fied investment, improved data collection, and a commitment to feminist and
women’s rights principles to ensure that gender equality remains a central focus
of development efforts.
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