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Abstract  
Ensuring women's access to quality employment is crucial for fostering economic growth, 
advancing women's development, and ultimately achieving gender parity. However, various 
obstacles hinder job seekers from securing meaningful employment opportunities. For women, 
the issue is more serious. The lack of data has restricted our understanding of the obstacles 
that prevent women from obtaining quality jobs, and this knowledge gap is even greater in 
research involving underdeveloped nations. We use country-level panel-data created for 208 
countries between 2015 to 2020 to investigate disparities in the institutional, legal, and 
economic correlates of women’s access to any employment and of their ability to obtain 
quality work. We use the non-vulnerable employment rate for women (NVERF) as a proxy for 
women’s access to decent work, and women’s employment prospects are evaluated using 
the women’s employment-to-population ratio (EPRF). The gap between EPRF and NVERF is 
large for countries with low levels of development and narrows sharply with development. Both 
descriptive and multivariate analyses show that the social, legal, and infrastructural covariates 
of women’s access to employment are different across countries according to level of 
development, and covariates for women’s access to employment and to quality work also 
vary. We highlight the need for multi-pronged, context-specific policy interventions to address 
the barriers faced by women as they seek quality work. 
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I. Introduction 
The importance of improving women’s access to decent work for economic 

growth and sustainable and inclusive development is well recognized in the literature 

(United Nations Development Programme, 2019). Yet the gender gap in access to 

employment has persisted over the years, although narrowing in some regions, but 

remaining stagnant or even growing in others (Verick, 2018). Even if women’s labor-force 

participation (FLFP) were to rise, how it would translate into economic equality for women 

depends on the quality of the employment (Borrowman and Klasen, 2020). Evidence 

suggests that when women do participate in the labour market, they are in lower-quality 

jobs than men (International Labour Organization, 2021). The drivers of women’s access 

to quality work are multifaceted, under-researched, and harder to address (see Verick, 

2018). 

We adopted a cross-country analysis to investigate how context-specific 

constraints impede women’s access to decent work, paying particular attention to how 

these characteristics vary from women’s access to any employment and how they evolve 

with development. The literature reports numerous reasons for women’s low access to 

employment and decent work. Early literature has theorized that the decision to 

participate in the labour force is influenced by labour-supply factors such as education 

and income, as well as by labour-demand factors such as labor-market characteristics, 

employer preferences (including discrimination), and the economy (Becker, 1965; 

Jensen, 2012). The parameters that determine labor-force participation are different for 

men and women, however. Social, economic, and legal barriers can make the costs of 

participating in the labour market higher for women, reduce the benefits of work, and 

restrict the types and sectors of employment open to them (Borrowman and Klasen, 

2020; International Labour Organization, 2016). Most commonly, women’s responsibility 

for unpaid and care work both reduces their time and causes low labour-force 

attachment, relegating them to low-wage occupations (Pimkina and De La Flor, 2021). 

Stereotypes and discrimination in hiring, promotion, and pay also lower their relative 

pay.  As confirmed by Schieder and Gould (2016), despite women's increased education 

and workforce participation, they earn 79 cents for each dollar men earn, revealing a 
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persistent gender pay gap shaped by discriminatory factors and societal norms 

influencing career choices. 

For our analysis, we constructed a unique panel database using country-level data 

for 208 countries over the six years between 2015 and 2020 using secondary data from 

the International Labour Organization (2020), the World Bank (n.d.), and the UNESCO 

Institute for Statistics (n.d.). We were limited to examining women’s access to non-

vulnerable work (NVERF) as a proxy for decent work because of a lack of country-level 

indicators for measuring decent work in all its different facets. We estimated a fixed effect 

model for the full dataset as well as for different Country Income Groups (hereafter, CIG).  

The results show distinct differences between access to any employment and 

access to decent work, as well as across different CIG. A univariate analysis did not show 

a clear relationship between access to employment and development, but access to 

decent work had a clear positive and linear relationship with development. Further, while 

some common factors influenced both employment and decent work, others were 

distinctly different for the two indicators and across CIG. 

The findings of the multivariate analysis indicate that the variables that influenced 

women’s access to any employment and quality employment varied significantly 

depending on CIG. Further findings show that social factors such as life-expectancy and 

fertility rates also influence women’s access to quality work. Unexpectedly, women’s 

access to quality jobs was unaffected by the variables assessing the gender balance of 

institutional and legal contexts at the overall level. They do, nevertheless, affect women’s 

ability to obtain employment in general, and their impact varies amongst CIG.  

The paper contributes to policy debates in three ways. First, while there is 

considerable evidence, both within and across countries, on the factors influencing labor-

force participation and employment, little evidence exists regarding the determinants of 

women’s access to quality work (Arora et al. 2023; Lo Bue et al., 2022; Seguino and 

Braunstein, 2019). Literature on socio-legal determinants of access to quality work is 

especially scarce (Lo Bue et al., 2022). Second, most studies are limited to single regions 

or to developed countries. This study was conducted across countries of all income levels 
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and from all regions. Third, this study provides a comparison of factors that influence 

both employment in general and quality employment.  

 

 

 

II. Literature Review 
According to the International Labour Organization, decent work encompasses 

productive opportunities with fair income, workplace security, and social protection for 

families. It also promotes personal development, social integration, and the freedom to 

voice concerns, to organize, and to participate in decisions affecting workers’ lives, 

ensuring equal opportunities and treatment (International Labour Organization, 2021). 

Enhancing Women's Access to Decent Work (FADW) encompasses securing equal 

opportunities for labor-force participation, providing fair access to stable employment, 

ensuring equitable remuneration for work of equal value, facilitating unbiased access to 

social protection, and affirming the right to organize and actively contribute to the 

advancement and development of labor conditions and the remunerations.. FADW faces 

common obstacles that hinder women’s engagement in the labour force and influence 

them to seek low-quality, low-productive jobs, often vulnerable or precarious.   

While increasing FLFP alone does not guarantee greater FADW, it is an important 

component. Despite numerous initiatives to facilitate FLFP worldwide, the decline in the 

global gender gap in women’s labor-force participation since 2009 has been extremely 

slight over time  and has even widened in some countries (e.g., India) and regions (e.g., 

the Middle East and North Africa). In 2020, FLFP declined precipitously, and, in 2022, 

gender parity was 62.9% (World Economic Forum, 2022).1 When women are employed, 

they are engaged in jobs of poor quality (e.g., lower pay, less likelihood of being covered 

by social protections for workers, and less security; see International Labour 

Organization, 2021). They are also paid less; in 2022, only five countries achieved wage-

 
1 According to the International Labour Organization, the difference in labor-force participation between men and 
women in 2019 was 41.6% in Lower Middle-Income Countries and 21.6% in Upper Middle-Income Countries. It 
is also extremely high in some geographic regions (53% in South Asia, and 49.5% in North Africa).  
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equality scores higher than 0.8 (World Economic Forum, 2022). Women are also more 

likely to be overrepresented in vulnerable employment, work fewer hours, spend more 

time in unpaid work, and have little access to maternity coverage and social protection.2 

In developing countries, 42.3% of employed women are contributing family workers, 

compared to 20.2% of employed men (International Labour Organization, 2018). 

Improving access to decent work for women thus involves addressing the barriers to FLFP 

as well as addressing the constraints that prevent women from accessing high-quality, 

well-paid, secure jobs with adequate social protection. Women’s labor-force 

participation is determined by factors influencing labour supply as well as labour 

demand. According to the neoclassical model of the allocation of time (Becker, 1965) 

women choose between market work or non-market work, based on the differential 

between market wages and the shadow wage of nonmarket work. Human capital theory 

(Becker, 1975) relates skill acquisition and the duration of labor-force participation. The 

theory of compensating wage differentials attempts to explain why women may accept 

lower-paying jobs to balance family and work. While neoclassical theory focuses on 

individual preferences and choices in education and career span, feminist economists 

highlight social norms that determine gender roles and the gendered division of paid 

and unpaid labour (Kabeer et al., 2019; Blau et al., 2022; Floro and Meurs, 2009).  

In 2019, in a sample of thirty-three countries representing 54% of the world’s 

population, women spent 54% of their time in unpaid work compared to men’s 19% 

(World Economic Forum, 2022). This heavy burden of unpaid work may lead women to 

select home-based work or self-employment. Social norms of female seclusion can also 

lead to socioeconomic variations in women’s LFP, for example in the case of casual 

agricultural wage labour which is poorly paid, but also considered disreputable for 

women; as a result, it is carried out by women with the lowest assets, skills and education 

(Kabeer et al., 2019). 

 
2 According to the International Labour Organization (2022), rates of time-related unemployment among women 
can be as high as 46%; they spend more than three times more hours on unpaid work and housework than do 
men, nearly 16% of women are contributing family workers compared to 6% of men, 60% of women do not have 
a statutory right to maternity leave, and almost 66% are not legally entitled to paid maternity leave. Women are 
also less likely to have access to social protection, with the proportion of women above retirement age receiving 
pensions being nearly eleven percentage points lower than men (International Labour Organization, 2022). 
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Women also face pre-labor-market discrimination (Blau, Ferber and Winkler, 

2022) and therefore may have lower human-capital endowments that block their access 

to decent work (Floro & Meurs, 2009). Conservative social norms can exacerbate gender 

differences in investment in human capital (World Bank, 2011). In addition, the existence 

of gender-based labour-market discrimination (World Bank, 2011; Blau and Kahn, 2017) 

reduces the expected return to women’s human-capital investments and can reduce their 

access to decent work, forcing them into more vulnerable and precarious employment. 

Similarly, women who turn to entrepreneurship are hampered by limited access to 

finance, capital, networks, and skills as well as by cultural constraints and legal 

discrimination (Kabeer et al., 2019). 

Disadvantages such as these may be mitigated or exacerbated by a country’s 

legal framework, social norms both within and outside of the workplace, and by 

government infrastructure. In addition, the level and type of development and economic 

structure of a country can influence women’s access to decent work both directly and 

indirectly. These dimensions interact with each other as well, amplifying each other in 

some cases or, in others, offsetting their effects. 

 

 

2.1 Legal Context 

The status of women’s rights is a critical factor affecting their labour-market 

engagement. According to the World Bank (2022a), around 2.4 billion women worldwide 

lack the same rights as men, which creates barriers to their economic participation. 

However, countries that have addressed multiple gender-equality issues through legal 

frameworks tend to have higher FLFP and greater access to decent work for women 

(Hyland et al., 2020; Lo Bue et al., 2022). The Women, Business, and Law index (hereafter, 

WBL), which measures legislative protection of women’s rights in employment and 

entrepreneurship, reveals that an average global increase of six percentage points over 

a decade could have led to almost six million fewer women in vulnerable employment 

(Hyland et al., 2021). Moreover, countries with more gender-egalitarian laws also have 

smaller gender disparities in vulnerable employment (Lo Bue et al., 2022).  
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The WBL index encompasses eight sub-indexes, each addressing various facts of 

women’s rights. These legal constraints include mobility, workplace access, pay, 

marriage, parenthood, pension, assets, and entrepreneurship, all of which have a 

profound impact on women’s economic outcomes. In 2022, the global average WBL 

score was 76.25 points, signifying that, on average, women in most countries possessed 

roughly three-quarters of the rights enjoyed by men (World Bank, 2022). King and 

Gunewardena (2023) found that higher measures of the WBL were related to lower 

gender earnings gaps at both ends of the earnings distributions in thirteen middle-

income countries in Latin America, Africa, Asia and Central and Eastern Europe.  

Furthermore, an analysis of 101 low- and middle-income countries across various 

regions found that gender-egalitarian laws, particularly those governing marriage, 

parenthood, asset access, and entrepreneurship, substantially reduced gender gaps in 

vulnerable employment (Lo Bue et al., 2022). 

In the WBL, certain sub-indexes play a critical role. Constraints on women’s 

mobility are found to be negatively associated with women’s likelihood of owning a bank 

account, saving, or borrowing in comparison to men (Demirgüç-Kunt et al., 2013) and 

with business ownership by women (Islam et al., 2020). The workplace sub-index of the 

WBL has shown the fastest pace of reform over the last few decades (Hyland et al., 2020) 

and has been associated with a likelihood of greater access to decent work. For instance, 

reforms in Ethiopia’s family law expanded wives’ access to marital property and 

eliminated restrictions to working outside the home, which led to an increase in the 

likelihood that women would work outside the home in paid and full-time jobs and in 

positions that employed more highly-educated workers (Hallward-Driemeier and Gajigo, 

2015).  Islam et al., (2019) reported that the inclusion of non-discrimination clauses in 

hiring practices similarly boosted women’s employment relative to men’s in fifty-eight 

developing countries. Apart from discrimination, legislation that supports labour-market 

segmentation can disadvantage women who are typical “outsiders” in the labour market 

(European Union, 2018; Azmat, Guell and Manning, 2006).  

The WBL sub-index related to pay includes equal remuneration for work of equal 

value and tracks whether women are subjected to work restrictions that do not apply to 
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men. Zveglich and Rodgers (2003), for instance, showed that night-work and job 

restrictions in Taiwan were negatively associated with women’s labor-force participation.  

The WBL sub-index related to marriage assesses constraints such as whether a 

woman is legally obliged to obey her husband and whether she has the legal right to be 

head of household. It also examines legislation on domestic violence, divorce, and the 

right to remarry (Hyland et al. , 2020). Gonzales et al. (2015), in an analysis of 143 

economies, found a negative relationship between restrictions placed on women’s rights 

within their households and FLFP. Lo Bue et al. (2022) found a negative correlation 

between this sub-index and gender gaps in vulnerable employment.  

The WBL parenthood sub-index examines laws that affect women’s employment 

after childbirth and include maternity, paternity, and parental leave as well as the 

treatment of pregnant workers. Hyland et al. (2020) found this to be the area of the most 

inequality. Mandated maternity leave can also negatively affect women’s employment 

and employment gaps; conversely, extended leave, particularly if unpaid, is associated 

with larger motherhood employment gaps (Uribe et al., 2019; Banerjee et al., 2022). In 

many countries, employers are required to pay for maternity leave. This can impose a 

higher cost on employers (Haynes and Mogstad, 2011), which constrains the demand for 

women workers in the formal sector (Asian Development Bank, 2016). Lo Bue et al. (2022) 

found the gender gap in vulnerable employment to be around five percentage points 

smaller in countries with paid parental leave or in cases in which the government 

administered 100% of maternity benefits. Mothers’ labor-force participation and weekly 

hours worked increased with parental leave but declined with duration and generosity of 

leave; long parental-leave schemes may be the reason for amplified occupational 

segregation and for the decline in high-skilled wages (Akgunduz and Plantenga, 2013).   

The WBL entrepreneurship sub-index assesses whether legislation is pending that 

mandates non-discrimination in access to credit or whether existing regulations or laws 

govern women’s ability to sign contracts, register businesses, and own bank accounts. 

These laws have been linked to higher women’s labor-force participation in a study of 

143 economies (Gonzales, et al., 2015) and with a lower gender gap in vulnerable 

employment outside the agriculture sector (Lo Bue et al., 2022).  
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The assets sub-index in the WBL covers inheritance rights, property ownership 

rights, the authority of assets during marriage, and the valuation of non-monetary 

contributions (Hyland et al., 2020). Various studies have demonstrated that greater 

property rights for women are associated with higher FLFP (e.g., Gonzales, et al., 2015); 

Heath and Tan, 2020).  

The final sub-index included in the WBL concerns pensions and retirement and 

assesses whether gender equality exists in retirement age and whether periods of 

absence because of maternity are included in the calculation of pension benefits (Hyland 

et al., 2020). Early retirement for women has been found to reduce their relative welfare 

in China (Lee et al., 2022). 

Finally, the effectiveness of legal frameworks lies in compliance. In many 

countries, women are concentrated in the informal sector, among domestic workers, and 

in trade-related export-processing zones that are often excluded from legal protection 

or are under-regulated (Bonnet et al., 2019).3 A general environment in which women’s 

rights are protected can have an influence even on the informal sector, however, as the 

evidence suggests from the country examples above, where informal employment 

among women is relatively high. 

 

 

2.2 Social Infrastructure 

Policies designed to support women’s labor-force participation and employment 

are multifaceted. One key element is social infrastructure, particularly public expenditure 

on childcare (Gonzales, et al., 2015). Cross-national variation in motherhood gaps in 

employment, workforce participation, and working hours is driven by institutional and 

cultural contexts—specifically, well-paid leave, publicly supported childcare services for 

very young children, and cultural support for maternal employment lead to smaller gaps 

in employment, workforce participation, and working hours for mothers (Olivetti and 

 
3 In the upper tiers of value chains, however, compliance is often greater among foreign-owned, export-oriented 
garment factories than in domestic ones. 
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Petrongolo, 2017; Boeckmann et al., 2015). Conversely, countries that provide shorter 

leave time with minimal cash benefits and restricted access to childcare services tend to 

have the lowest maternal employment rates and highest motherhood penalties 

(Ferragina, 2020). It is worth noting that childcare and family policies also can have 

varying effects on different groups of women. Some studies found that the generosity of 

welfare states benefits low-skilled women over high-skilled women, while others found 

that generous employment-oriented family policy has a positive effect on mothers with 

low educational attainment but does not have a negative effect on those with high 

educational attainment (Korpi, Ferrarini and Englund, 2013). Yet other researchers hold 

that generous policies that attempt to reconcile work and care affect employment more 

at the higher end of the gender-wage distribution. 

As countries face the challenge of ageing populations, the availability of elder 

care becomes another critical factor influencing FLFP. Expanding and transforming care 

services for both childcare and elder care by investing in the care economy hold the 

potential to create more decent job opportunities (Addati et al., 2021). The 

implementation of subsidized or free childcare can sometimes displace informal care 

arrangements, as seen in Norway (Haynes & Mogstad, 2011). In many cases, however, 

informal childcare, such as that provided by migrant mothers in urban China, fills a gap 

for those with limited access to formal services (Song & Dong, 2018). Childcare centres 

in Chile and Ecuador adjust their schedules to accommodate working parents, accept 

younger children, and offer extended operating hours (Staab, 2019). 

Improved household production technology significantly reduces time spent on 

unpaid work in the house and creates time for employment (Greenwood, Seshadri and 

Yorukoglu, 2005). Conversely, its deterioration has the opposite effect; Ilahi and Grimfard 

(2000) for example, found a negative association between the effects of a decline in 

water access in rural Pakistan and the time allocated to earning activities. However, other 

factors may impinge on this relationship; in nine developing countries, improved access 

to water reduced unpaid work for women but did not lead to increased off-farm 

employment (Koolwal and van de Walle, 2013). In addition, unequal access to safe and 
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affordable public and private transport has been shown to limit women’s daily economic 

participation significantly (Kabeer, 2004; Siddiqi, 2003).  

 

 

2.3 Social-Cultural Context 

Gender inequality in the labour market has deep-seated roots in social norms and 

gender-related attitudes within households and communities (Floro & Meurs, 2009). The 

conventional “male breadwinner” model assigns unpaid and care work to women, 

leading to occupational segregation and limited labor-force participation. It also results 

in less investment in girls’ human capital compared to boys’, impeding girls’ mobility and 

financial freedom (World Bank, 2012; Sivakumar and Sharma, 2019; Gonzales et al., 2015; 

World Bank, 2011). Gender disparities in skills and education, stemming from these 

norms, become a supply-side factor contributing to the gender gap in decent work, 

further limiting women’s access to such opportunities. Employment protection in 

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development countries is stricter where a 

higher proportion of insiders who support traditional family values hinder women’s 

access to decent work (Algan and Cahuc, 2006). On the other hand, it may be argued 

that the lack of decent work opportunities, mediated through norms, is what leads to 

lower FLFP. If the presence of norms about appropriate types of work for women is taken 

as a given, the paucity of decent work is likely to be a greater problem for FLFP than it 

is for men’s labor-force participation.  

Country-level disparities in attitudes towards women’s roles as spouses contribute 

to a larger gender pay gap, with husbands’ attitudes being more influential (Fortin, 2005; 

Fernandez, Fogli and Olivetti, 2004). 

Gender biases in spheres such as politics, education, economics, and physical 

integrity lead to greater gender inequality (United Nations Development Programme, 

2019). Cultural attitudes also impact fertility, FLFP, and the provision of childcare (Borck, 

2014), while gender egalitarian cultures tend to reduce work-family conflict (Bornatici & 

Heers, 2020).  



 
11 

Lastly, norms, rights, and policies, including social infrastructure, interact in 

affecting women’s access to decent work (Doepke et al. , 2012). Laws promoting gender 

equality have the potential to shape social norms and amplifying their effect on women’s 

employment and access to decent work (Aldashev et al., 2012). Family policies can 

influence public attitudes about gender roles, and impact women’s employment (Ziefle 

and Gangl, 2014). The extension of paternal leave in parental leave policies has shown 

the potential to improve attitudes toward women in the workplace (Omidakhsh et al., 

2020). 

 

 

2.4 Socio-Cultural Context in the Workplace 

Social norms and gender bias extend their influence beyond households and 

communities; they are also found in the workplace and can arise from employers, co-

workers, or clients (Della Giusta and Bosworth, 2020; Sivakumar and Sharma, 2019; 

Gonzales, et al., 2015). Discrimination in the workplace can act as a deterrent to women’s 

participation in decent work. Different theories of discrimination shed light on this issue, 

including taste-based discrimination driven by employer and co-worker preferences and 

“statistical discrimination,” which is based on women’s intermittent labor-force 

participation because they are primary caregivers in the home (Becker, 1971; Arrow, 

1973; Phelps, 1972). Studies have shown discriminatory hiring responses to identical CVs 

based on gender or ethnic origin (Neumark, Bank and Van Nort, 1996; Bertrand and 

Mullainathan, 2004). Promotion opportunities may be overlooked because of 

stereotypes about women’s managerial abilities (Banerjee, 2019).  

Workplace structures that are built around temporal inflexibility can lead to 

gender inequality (Goldin, 2014; Cortes and Pan, 2017).4 Anti-bias training can address 

unconscious bias but may not eliminate conscious bias (taste-based discrimination) (Della 

 
4 Temporal rigidity, in the context mentioned, refers to inflexible or rigid expectations regarding time 
commitments and schedules in certain occupations. In some professions or industries, there may be an implicit 
assumption that employees are expected to adhere to specific working hours or rigid schedules. This can pose 
challenges for individuals who may seek more flexible work arrangements, and it can disproportionately affect 
women, contributing to gender inequality. 
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Giusta & Bosworth, 2020). 

 Gender differences in workplace behaviour, particularly in relation to 

competition and negotiation, are often said to disadvantage women (Sandberg, 2013), 

but gender stereotypes can discourage women from negotiating on their own behalf 

because they do not always reap the same benefits from negotiation as their male 

counterparts (Babcock and Laschever, 2003; Exely, et al.2020).  

 

 

2.5 COVID-19 and Women’s Access to Decent Work 

The COVID-19 crisis exposed and worsened gender, class, race, and migration 

inequalities. Women, with tenuous labour-market links and greater involvement in 

caregiving, risk losing hard-won progress. The pandemic hit women disproportionately 

because of their employment in affected sectors and increased their care burden (Flor et 

al., 2022; Djankov et al., 2021). Women in part-time and contract positions were 

particularly vulnerable to the crisis (Kikuchi, Kitao and Mikoshiba, 2020; Adams-Prassl, et 

al., 2020). Countries with better social security exhibited greater resilience in the labour 

force for women (Djankov et al., 2021). Countries like Australia, Norway, and South 

Korea, which implemented childcare subsidies in response to the crisis, witnessed a 

faster recovery in women’s labor-force participation (Zhang, Djankov and Trumbic, 2020).  

Global women’s employment declined by 4.2% in 2020, but the extent of this 

decline varied across regions. India faced a significant drop in women’s employment 

(23.8%), while South Africa and Brazil also experienced notable declines (International 

Labour Organization, 2022).  

In developing countries, the initial gender composition of sectors played a crucial 

role in driving job losses for women, particularly in export-oriented industries like 

garment manufacturing and tourism, which were severely affected  by the pandemic 

(Esquivel et al., 2022). However, in these countries, it was primarily childcare 

responsibilities, rather than the employment sector itself, that led to women’s job losses 

(Alon et al., 2022; Viollaz et al., 2023). Women who owned non-operational firms often 
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exited to non-employment, in contrast to men, and experienced more significant 

declines in overall earnings (Hardy et al., 2022).  

 

 

2.6 Countries’ Economic Structures, Labor Markets, and the Quality of 
Jobs 

The availability of decent jobs for women is largely influenced by the composition 

of labour demand and the quality of available jobs. This is shaped by the economic 

context of the country and the existing labour market regulations and legislation. A 

review by Klasen (2019) that considered developing countries in various regions over two 

to three decades found that historical differences in economic structures played a 

significant role in explaining FLFP. The growth of jobs deemed suitable for more 

educated women, relative to their supply, has also been found to be important, as are 

occupational barriers in the sectors in which women are predominantly employed (Klasen 

and Pieters, 2015). Rising FLFP is associated with falling sectoral but increasing 

occupational segregation (Borrowman and Klasen, 2020). Globalization had a negative 

impact on FLFP and increased the gender gap in FLFP (Gunter, Seo and Tasneem, 2021; 

Klasen, 2019).  

Debate is ongoing concerning the U-shaped relationship between FLFP and 

economic development (Sinha, 1967; Goldin, 1995; Mammen & Paxson, 2000). This 

relationship is based on the idea that, at low-income levels and in economies with high 

agricultural dependence, women are more likely to be in the labour force, either as paid 

labourers or unpaid workers in family farms. With rising income levels, women may 

“retreat into the family,” partly because of an income effect but also because of both 

lower demand for their labour in agriculture and social norms that discourage women 

from working outside the home, particularly in manufacturing. However, as women’s 

education improves and the price of their labour in the market increases, their 

engagement in the labour force increases because of a substitution effect. This results in 

a U-shaped curve between FLFP and GDP. Advanced techniques and newer data have 

shown this relationship not to be robust, however. Women’s LFP followed a U-shaped 
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curve in twenty-eight countries in Europe (Altuzarra, Galvez-Galvez and Gonzalez-Flores, 

2019), but the Feminisation U Hypothesis, especially in its declining portion, appears to 

have little relevance to developing countries (Gaddis & Klasen, 2014).  

 

 

 

III. Analytical Framework and Data 
3.1. Empirical Models  

3.1.1 Women’s Access to Decent Work 

At the cross-country level, we analysed women’s access to quality work (FAQW) 

using the following basic model based on the work of Altuzarra, et al, (2019): 

FAQWit = αi + β1 lnGDPpcit + β2Xit + β3 SOCit + εit  (1) 

The dependent variable, FAQW, is women’s access to “quality work.” This 

indicator will be constructed using the ILOSTAT data set (International Labour 

Organization, 2021). We initially attempted to examine women’s access to decent work, 

defining decent work as productive work that can be done in conditions of freedom, 

equality, security, and human dignity (Bureau for Gender Equality and International 

Labour Standards Department, 2012). The decent work has four main pillars: 

employment creation, social protection, rights at work, and social dialogue (United 

Nations, 2022). However, cross-country indicators that measure all these different 

aspects of decent work are not available. Hence, we examine the access to quality work 

using female non-vulnerable-employment rate (NVERF).5 As a comparison, we also 

estimate factors affecting women’s overall access to any work using women’s 

employment-to-population ratio (EPRF). Xit is a vector including the standard variables 

explaining women’s LFP and SOCit a vector controlling for the legal, social, and labour-

market dimensions of countries. Table 1 provides the full list of variables we used. 

 
5 Female non-vulnerable-employment rate is the share of women in employment who are NOT contributing family 
workers or own account workers 
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3.2. Model Specification 

3.2.1  Should Model 1 Be Quadratic?  

The Feminisation U Hypothesis is a stylized description of the relationship 

between FLFP and economic development in which the latter is typically measured by 

GDP per capita. A quadratic in GDP is commonly used to test the Feminisation U 

Hypothesis. However, this relationship does not always hold (Klasen, 2019; Gaddis and 

Klasen,  2014). As Figure 4 shows, the relationship between FLFP and LnGDPpc is 

different for EPRF and NVERF. Hence, before specifying the model, we tested whether 

we should use the quadratic form for lnGDPpc following the methodology proposed by 

Lind and Mehlum (2010).  

3.2.2  Panel Data or Cross-Sectional Data? 

Given the panel data nature of our study, where observations are collected over 

multiple time periods for the same set of entities, employing a fixed effect panel model 

becomes imperative to control for omitted bias and enhance the robustness of our 

estimations. In this analytical framework, we utilize Stata software to implement the fixed 

effect panel model, which accounts for time-invariant individual characteristics. By doing 

so, we mitigate the risk of omitted variable bias, capturing unobserved factors that could 

potentially confound our results. The fixed effect model is particularly advantageous in 

revealing within-entity variations over time, offering a nuanced understanding of the 

relationships under investigation. Its ability to control for unobserved heterogeneity at 

the individual level enhances the internal validity of our findings, providing a more 

accurate depiction of the dynamics inherent in our panel data structure. 

 

 

3.3. Data Sources and Variables 

We used International Labour Organization (2022), World Bank (n.d.), and 

UNESCO Institute for Statistics (n.d.) data for 2015 to 2020 (see Table 1 for details). In 

line with the analytical framework described, variables are selected to assess how social, 

legal, and economic conditions influence women’s participation in decent work as 
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described below. The selection of the variables is based on the previous research 

findings on decent work conditions and women’s labor-force participation as well as data 

availability (Arora et al., 2023; Hyland et al., 2021; Lo Bue et al., 2022; Seguino and 

Braunstein, 2019). The total sample consisted of 208 countries after removing countries 

with missing variables.6  

We applied the imputation method to replace the missing values with plausible 

values based on the observed values. The methods used to impute missing values 

included, replacing missing values with previous period values, and when that is not 

available country average for available data over all the periods.  

 

 

3.4. Selection of Variables 

3.4.1 Structural characteristics  

Demographics: Variations in demographic structure may be misinterpreted as 

behavioural change, hence controls for demographic population shares are needed. 

Women’s labour supply has been shown to vary over the life cycle (Heckman and 

Macurdy, 1980, Fernandez and Wong, 2014), so we included the age structure of the 

population and life expectancy as an aggregate proxy for age at the country level and 

health of the population. Similarly, family size and economic dependency have been 

shown to determine FLFP (Bloom, Canning, Fink, et al. 2009), as a larger number of child 

and elderly dependents increases the value of household production relative to market 

work, so we included fertility and population age structure variables at the aggregate 

level.  

Education: Education raises the value of women’s labour in the market, so it 

increases the likelihood of women’s labor-force participation (Boeckmann, Misra and 

Budig, 2015) and of access to decent work, or it reduces its opposite, vulnerable 

 
6 The countries with missing dependent variables included countries from different income levels High-Income 
(12), Middle-Income (2), and Low-Income (6); one country was without an income level. These countries were 
scattered across global regions: East Asia and Pacific (6), Latin America and the Caribbean (9), Middle East and 
North Africa (1), North America (1), and Sub-Saharan Africa (1). 
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employment (Lo Bue et al., 2022). We included the “female upper secondary completion 

rate” and the “tertiary gross enrolment ratio: women’ to capture non-linearities in this 

relationship (Klasen, 2019; Goldin and Mitchell, 2017; Klasen and Pieters, 2012; Verme, 

Barry and Guennouni, 2016). We also use the “share of the population using the internet” 

which can be a measure of increasing labour demand (Atasoy, 2013), and the ease of job 

search (Freeman, 2002) as well as a potential source of bargaining power for women (Li 

and Lu, 2024). 

Level and structure of the economy: The labour supply for women responds to 

the demand for women’s labour; women tend to be employed in export-oriented 

industries (Grigoli, Koczan and Topalova, 2020; Wood, 1991; Rocha and Winkler, 2019) 

if they are in the non-mineral-exporting sector (Wamboye and Seguino, 2015) or the 

service sector. Further, in many developing countries, the agriculture sector remains an 

important source of employment for women, often in vulnerable and informal jobs (Food 

and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2011). Accordingly, we included 

three sector-based shares of GDP (agriculture, industry, and export of goods and 

services) to capture the structure of the economy. High unemployment rates in 

developed countries tend to depress women’s employment, inducing women workers 

to become discouraged (Benati, 2001. for the U.S. and Tansel and Ozdemir, 2017, for 

Canada). In developing countries, in contrast, women become added workers, 

stimulated by distress (e.g., when their partners become unemployed; see Attanasio, 

Low and Sánchez-Marcos, 2005, for Colombia; Maridueña-Larrea and Martín-Román, 

2023, for six Latin American countries; Bhalotra and Umana-Aponte, 2010, on more than 

1.2 million women in sixty-six developing and transition countries from 1986-2006; and 

Başlevent and Onaran, 2003, for Turkey).  

We also included the ratio of women’s to men’s unemployment effect to better 

capture relative labour-market conditions for women (Gong, 2011). 

 

3.4.2 Legal and Social Context 

Legal and institutional environment: Countries’ institutions and the legal 

environment can influence women’s employment. We included all sub-indicators from 
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the World Bank’s Women, Business, and Law7 index, which captures thirty-five indicators 

in eight dimensions to represent the legal environment (Aslim, Panovska and Tas, 2021; 

Hyland et al., 2020). The indicators in WBL are scaled to have values between zero and 

100, where 100 represents the highest score. As explained in the literature section, WBL 

sub-indexes capture different aspects of women’s rights covering women’s mobility, 

workplace access, pay, marriage, and parenthood influence their economic outcomes 

(World Bank, 2022). 

Family-friendly policies: Maternity leave increases maternal labor-force 

attachment when it is of moderate duration; however, no leave and long leaves may 

weaken attachment (Del Boca, Pasqua and Pronzato, 2008; Stadelmann-Steffen, 2008; 

Akgunduz and Plantenga, 2013; Christofides, Polycarpou and Vrachimis, 2013; 

Boeckmann, Misra and Budig, 2015; Pollmann-Schult, 2016; Adema, Clarke and 

Thevenon, 2020; Del, Kyriacou and Silva, 2020; (Aslim, Panovska and Tas, 2021). We 

therefore used a quadratic in maternity leave to capture this effect. While state support 

of childcare reduces the relative cost of employment to mothers and employers (Del 

Boca, Pasqua and Pronzato, 2008; Stadelmann-Steffen, 2008; Budig, Misra and 

Boeckmann, 2012; Christofides, Polycarpou and Vrachimis, 2013; Gonzales et al. 2015; 

Pollmann-Schult, 2016; Adema, Clarke and Thevenon, 2020; Lo Bue et al., 2022), later 

pre-primary school starting ages and the availability of early childhood education and 

care have also encouraged maternal employment (Stadelmann-Steffen, 2008; Blau and 

Currie, 2006; Cattan, 2016; Duchini and Van Effenterre, 2020). Thus, we included pre-

primary gross enrolment rates to capture the childcare impact. 

We considered all WBL indicators in the econometric analysis, but we dropped 

the following WBL variables because of collinearity: marriage indicator, workplace 

indicator, pension indicator, women have equal parenthood, women have equal access 

to mobility. 

 

 
7 The Women, Business and Law Index measures the legal difference between men’s and women’s access to 
economic opportunities in 190 countries and uses such indicators as mobility, workplace, pay, marriage, 
parenthood, entrepreneurship, assets, and pension (World Bank, 2022). 
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Table 1: Description of Variables and Data 
  

All countries Average by income regions 

Variables Sour
ce 

Observa
tions 

Mea
n 

Std. 
Dev. 

LIC 
(168) 

LMIC 
(324) 

UMIC 
(318) 

HIC 
(425) 

Outcome variables 
        

Women’s employment-to-
population ratio 

ILOS
TAT 

1,122 46.30 14.84 51.74 42.82 43.01 49.47 

Women’s non-vulnerable 
employment rate 

ILOS
TAT 

1,122 27.18 16.60 7.11 15.81 28.64 45.59 

         

Demographics: 
        

Women’s life expectancy 
(years) 

WB 1,199 74.87 7.22 65.69 71.36 75.83 80.90 

Total fertility rate, (births per 
woman) 

WB 1,199 2.67 1.33 4.78 3.19 2.21 1.71 

Women’s age distribution         

below 15 WB 1,241 26.99 10.57 42.49 33.28 24.47 17.94 

ag15_24 WB 1,235 15.77 3.80 19.54 18.40 15.72 12.31 

ag25_39 WB 1,241 21.69 3.60 19.18 22.44 22.66 21.38 

ag40_54 WB 1,241 17.04 4.54 11.05 14.28 17.92 20.85 

ag55_64 WB 1,241 8.70 3.86 4.26 6.21 9.43 11.80 

ag65 WB 1,241 9.82 6.96 3.48 5.39 9.85 15.72 
         

Education: 
        

Female secondary 
education (%) 

UIS 1,247 61.13 28.09 20.52 46.74 70.68 80.76 

Tertiary gross enrolment ratio: 
women (%) 

UIS 1,247 48.75 30.88 11.16 31.21 54.40 72.61 

Individuals using the Internet 
(% of population) 

WB 1,205 55.22 27.84 14.59 36.54 59.87 82.67 

         

Labour market: 
        

Unemployment Rate: 
Women to Men 

ILO 
STAT 

1,121 1.41 1.17 1.28 1.34 1.30 1.63 

         

Economic indicators: 
        

GDP per capita WB 1,160 21350
.92 

22052
.55 

1883.
82 

6310.4
9 

15134.
78 

45990
.26 

Agriculture share (% of GDP) WB 1,158 10.45 10.57 28.38 15.55 7.42 1.92 

Industry (including 
construction) (% of GDP) 

WB 1,193 24.70 10.70 21.63 25.40 26.04 24.22 

Exports of goods and 
services (% of GDP) 

WB 1,139 42.24 31.13 23.94 31.55 36.84 60.26 

         

Legal and institutional 
environment: 
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WBL: women have equal 
rights to assets 

WB 1,134 80.65 26.81 67.04 70.80 86.13 91.29 

WBL: women’s ability to start 
and run a business 

WB 1,133 82.74 17.17 73.46 80.19 81.17 91.08 

WBL: women’s ability to earn 
equal pay 

WB 1,134 64.20 31.07 50.62 54.40 66.92 77.34 

Legislation on sexual 
harassment (yes=1) 

WB 1,134 0.71 0.45 0.68 0.67 0.65 0.80 

Length of paid maternity 
leave (days) 

WB 1,134 102.6
5 

68.54 89.86 89.87 116.25 107.3
6 

Gross preprimary enrolment 
(%) 

WB 1,247 65.34 30.14 34.13 52.75 67.46 85.75 

         

Income classification 
        

High-income country WB 1,235 0.34 0.48 
    

Low-income country WB 1,235 0.14 0.34 
    

Lower middle-income 
country 

WB 1,235 0.26 0.44 
    

Upper middle-income 
country 

WB 1,235 0.26 0.44 
    

Note: WB=World Bank data; UIS=UNESCO Institute for Statistics 
 

 

 

IV. Results 
4.1. Descriptive Analysis: Gender Patterns in Employment 

As explained, we proxied any work by employment-to-population ratio (hereafter, 

EPR), and quality work by the non-vulnerable employment rate (NVER).8 We based our 

analysis on four country income groups as defined by the World Bank:  

High-income country 

Low-income country  

Lower middle-income country  

Upper middle-income country  

 
8 We attempted to use women’s formal employment as a proxy for decent work but could not because of a lack 
of data.  



 
21 

Figure 1 depicts the average EPR and NVER across countries from diverse income 

groups. On average, men have higher access to both EPR and NVER than women, 

irrespective of the level of income of the country group and type of employment. 

Notably, employment-to-population ratios vary little on average across country groups, 

but considerable variation exists in the average non-vulnerable-employment rates. A 

clear positive correlation between the level of development and women’s NVER is 

evident.  

 

Figure 1: Employment-to-Population-Ratio and Non-Vulnerable-Employment-Rates by 
Country Income Groups 

 

Source: The World Bank (n.d.). Note: Employment-to-population ratio, full time employment and non-
vulnerable employment rates are given as a percentage of the working age population.  
 

4.1.1 Women’s Access to Decent Work by Country Income Groups 

Figure 2 depicts the frequency distribution of EPRF and NVERF for women for the 

four country groups (these two indicators for women are identified with a superscript “F” 

henceforth). The EPRF and NVERF distributions for High-Income Countries look similar. 

The NVERF distributions are skewed to the right for all country groups, except for the 

High-Income Countries group. The right skewness of NVERF frequency distributions is 

greater as the income levels decrease. Similar to the above, Figure 3 shows that the gap 

between the EPRF and the NVERF is higher for Low-Income Countries, and the gap 
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decreases exponentially as income levels increase. Figure 4 further confirms that EPRF 

and NEVRF have distinctly different relationships with development (measured by GDP 

per capita). As seen, EPRF has a U-shaped relationship with development, while NEVRF 

has a linear relationship with development. 

 The NVERF are considerably lower in countries with low GDP per capita 

but increase steadily with higher levels of development (see Figure 4). The findings for 

EPRF are parallel with the literature for FLFP trends in the correlation between FLFP and 

development for individual countries, and the Feminization-U Hypothesis. Goldin (1995) 

held that, in the early stages of development, FLFP rates are relatively high because of 

poverty. Women in such countries engage in informal and low-skilled activities. As 

countries develop, FLFP may decline because of increased access to education, 

expanding formal employment opportunities for men, and societal expectations 

regarding gender roles. With men earning more, women may have higher reservation 

wages and will only enter the labour market when job opportunities are good. As 

countries develop further, however, structural transformations open new employment 

opportunities in the formal sector, particularly in more productive manufacturing and 

service sectors. Further, access to education and social services also improves with 

development, giving women more labour-market opportunities as well as more support 

for work-life balance, contributing to the upward trajectory of FLFP rates.  

 

Figure 2: Distribution of Women’s Participation in Different Types of Employment, by Country 
Income Groups 

  

Source: Authors’ compilation based on World Bank Development Indicators (World Bank, 2022b). Note: 
Women aged 15+. 
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Figure 3: Women’s Access to Employment by Economic Development Across Countries 

 
Source: Authors' compilation based on World Bank Development Indicators (World Bank, 2022b). Note: 
Women aged 15+; economic development is measured by GDP per capita corrected for purchasing 

power parity. 

 
Figure 4: Women’s Access to Different Types of Employment, by GDP  

 

Source: Authors' compilation based on World Bank Development Indicators (World Bank, 2022b). Note: 
Women aged 15+; economic development is measured by GDP per capita corrected for purchasing 
power parity. 
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4.1.2 Univariate Analysis: Women’s Access To Decent Work  

4.2.2.1 Women’s Employment and Share of GDP in Agriculture.  

As seen in Figures 5 and 6, the relationships between EPRFs and NVERFs and the 

contribution of agriculture to GDP (Ag-to-GDP) are distinctively different. As seen in 

Figure 5, as Ag-to-GDP increases, women’s EPRF first drops slightly before increasing 

steadily and levelling off. Figure 6 indicates that, in contrast, NVERF is very high in 

countries with lower shares of Ag-GDP, and it decreases almost to zero for countries with 

high shares of Ag-to-GDP. These findings reflect what has been reported in the literature 

(Goldin, 1995), which shows that in low-income countries with high shares of Ag-to-GDP 

women’s participation in the labour force is high, but women tend to be concentrated in 

poor-quality jobs as labourers or unpaid family workers. As countries develop, women’s 

participation in vulnerable employment decreases. This is partly because of women 

leaving the labour force because of the income effect, and partly because of fewer 

opportunities in the agriculture sector. It is also possible that women have better income 

opportunities in the more productive industry or service sectors. 

4.2.2.2 Women’s Employment and Gender-Inequality Index  

The association between the Gender-Inequality Index and the rates of women's 

EPRF and NVERFs exhibits notable distinctions. Women's EPRF demonstrates a modestly 

negative correlation with the Gender-Inequality Index, as illustrated in Figure 5. 

Conversely, women's NVERF displays a clear and linear negative relationship with the 

Gender-Inequality Index, suggesting a substantial decline in NVERFs with increased 

levels of gender inequality, as depicted in Figure 6..  

 As detailed in the literature-review section, gender inequality in a country 

negatively influences women’s employment options, partly because of barriers imposed 

by their families or communities and partly as a result of crowding out by working men 

that results from employers’ attitudes toward gender roles and women’s ability to 

perform well in employment (Bertrand and Mullainathan, 2004), all of which reduces 

labour supply and the uptake of more demanding jobs (Floro and Meurs, 2009). 
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4.2.2.3. Women’s Employment and Fertility Rate  

The influence of the fertility rate (hereafter, FR) on the EPRF is not very distinct 

(see Figure 5). However, there is a strong negative relationship between NVERF and FR, 

with participation rates decreasing steadily with increases in FR (Figure 6). This is 

consistent with the view that fertility constrains FLFP, but only among those who can 

afford to exit the labour force. The results for EPRF are parallel to those of Klasen (2019) 

who found no clear relationship between FLFP and FR.  

4.2.2.4. Women’s Employment and the Completion Rate of Upper Secondary 

Education  

Women’s EPRF and NVERF have distinctly different relationships with the share of 

women who have completed upper secondary education (edu-rate) as seen in Figure 5. 

The EPRF decreases slightly between very low and moderate shares of (upper secondary) 

edu-rates but remains unchanged when between moderate and higher edu-rate shares. 

NVERF has a strong positive relationship with edu-rates, however, with NVERFs steadily 

increasing as the share of upper secondary edu-rates increases (Figure 6). This confirms 

the strong positive relationship between higher levels of education and access to decent 

work. At the same time, it is worth noting that many of the factors examined above which 

display a similar relationship with women’s employment are also (negatively) correlated 

(e.g., fertility and female education). The results for FR showed that no clear relationship 

exists between EPRF and women’s education, but that NEVRF and women’s education 

were negatively related. Our findings for EPRF and women’s education are similar, while 

our results show a clear positive relationship between NVERF and women’s participation 

in education.  
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Figure 5: Women’s Employment to Population Ratio by Socioeconomic Characteristics 

 

Source: Authors' compilation based on World Bank Development Indicators (World Bank, 2022b). Note: 
Women aged 15+. 
 

Figure 6: Women’s Non-Vulnerable Employment Rate by Socioeconomic Characteristics 

 

Source: Authors’ compilation based on World Bank Development Indicators (World Bank, 2022b). Note: 
Women aged 15+ 
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4.2 Results 
As described in the Section 4.1, we based our analysis on four country income 

groups as defined by the World Bank: Low-Income Countries, Lower Middle-Income 

Countries, Upper Middle-Income Countries, and High-Income Countries (World Bank, 

(n.d.). We analysed the fixed effect and random effect panel models, which control for 

unobserved heterogeneity in the data. Table 2 gives the results of the EPRF analysis, and 

Table 3 gives the results of the NVERF using balanced panel data from 208 countries over 

six years for CIG. The results for the overall sample are given in Appendix Table A1.  

4.2.1 Demographic Characteristics 

The results showed that unlike the univariate results, high fertility rates 

significantly increase women’s employment in countries at the two ends of development: 

Low-Income Countries and High-Income Countries. The relationship between fertility 

and FLFP in Low-Income Countries is well documented in the literature (Klasen, 2019). In 

poorer countries greater fertility increases the need for a second income, pushing women 

into the labour market. As seen, total fertility positively influence women’s access to EPRF 

in Low-Income Countries, but does not influence their access to NVERF . However, in 

High-Income Countries, the total fertility rate positively influences women’s access to 

both employment and quality employment. Recent research shows that public social 

spending supports a positive relationship between fertility rates and women’s economic 

activity (Oshio, 2019). However, total fertility can be endogenous to women’s access to 

any type of employment, and these results needs to be interpreted with that caveat. 

Furthermore, in Low-Income Countries, high life expectancy significantly reduces 

women’s participation in any work and in quality work. Higher life expectancy may reduce 

the lifetime returns from work experience, as well as potential extended family 

(grandparent) support in care and domestic work, leading women to withdraw from the 

labour force. This highlights the important of family-friendly social infrastructure that 

would support women’s economic participation. 

The relationship between age group and access to quality work is a slight M-curve 

(see Figure 8). A similar relationship between FLFP and age has been observed for 

advanced countries, where FLFP increases with age at first, but dips during childbearing 
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years, increasing again afterwards (Grigoli, Koczan and Topalova, 2018). The same shape 

is not observed for women’s access to any employment, however, where the influence 

of age is not significant (see Table 2 and Figure 7). The findings relating to access to 

quality work (Table 3 and Figure 8) find low female economic access to quality work in 

countries with a higher share of youth, which is consistent with the literature that predicts 

low youth employment because of participation in education and family support. For 

older women, the insignificant or negative relationship with quality work is most likely 

related to health, but may also capture cohort level human capital and skills as well as 

gender attitudes and social norms. The relationship between women’s access to quality 

work and age is more complex in High-Income Countries and may reflect income effects. 

Overall, these demographic variables may also be capturing cohort-level fertility rates or 

cohort-level skill levels which would be higher (lower) for middle-aged women compared 

to younger women. 

4.2.2 Education 

Our results showed that women’s secondary-school-completion-rate had a 

positive and significant influence in improving access to employment in Upper Middle-

Income Countries and High-Income Countries, and positive and significant influence for 

accessing quality work in both Lower- and Upper- Middle-Income Countries as well as 

High-Income Countries. In Low-Income Countries, there was no significant influence of 

the secondary school completion rate on any employment, but the tertiary gross 

employment rate had a positive and significant influence on access to quality 

employment. These results are consistent with Klasen (2019) who found that education 

at the secondary-level and above had a mixed impact on employment, most likely 

because of a lack of labour market opportunities for such women who were concentrated 

in very few economic sectors. We find that in Upper Middle-Income Countries and High-

Income Countries where there are a larger number of better jobs, the effect of secondary 

employment on access to employment as well as quality employment is high. In Lower 

Middle-Income Countries, secondary-level education has no influence on women’s 

employment but it has a positive and significant influence on access to quality work, 

suggesting that women in these countries enter the work force only when there are 
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adequate quality jobs. In Low-Income Countries, female secondary completion has no 

effect on access to quality jobs, but women’s tertiary gross enrolment ratio has a 

significant and positive influence on access to quality jobs. It is possible that in these 

countries, women with tertiary education crowd out women with only secondary level 

education for the better jobs. As seen in Table 1, the tertiary gross enrolment ratio is 

small (11.16%) in Low-Income Countries. When a substantial number of women prioritize 

higher education over early workforce participation in Upper Middle-Income Countries, 

it often leads to decreased workforce engagement due to societal expectations or 

responsibilities.   

The share of individuals using the internet does not have any effect on women’s 

participation in employment, but it significantly and negatively influences women’s 

access to quality work in Upper Middle-Income Countries. This may suggest that in 

Upper Middle Income Countries, men compete for available jobs, or it is possible that 

internet usage facilitates home-based employment or gig-economy activities for women, 

who would primarily be own-account workers and therefore not included in non-

vulnerable employment. 

4.2.3 Labor-Market Characteristics 

As expected, the unemployment ratio of women to men has a negative impact 

on women’s economic participation in Lower Middle-Income Countries for EPRF and 

NVERF, but no effect among any other country groups. This effect is likely not seen in 

Low-Income Countries where a large informal sector absorbs individuals who leave the 

formal sector during economic downturns. Similarly, the unemployed in less developed 

countries are usually those who are better educated and are waiting for good jobs (Rama, 

1999). The share (46.7%) of women who have completed secondary education in Lower 

Middle-Income Countries is high relative to the corresponding share (20.52%) in Low-

Income Countries (see Table 1). When jobs are limited, lack of good jobs for those with 

secondary education crowds out educated women from the labour market. In Middle 

Income and High Income Countries, it appears that relative female unemployment does 

not have an effect on either EPRF or on their access to quality work, suggesting that either 
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there are no added worker or discouraged worker effects, or that they cancel each other 

out. 

4.2.3 Economic Structure and Development 

Consistent with the findings of the univariate analysis, our multivariate analysis 

results showed that development (i.e., increase in GDP per capita) had no influence on 

women’s access to employment, but it did influence women’s access to quality 

employment, especially in High Income Countries. Further, the magnitude of influence 

of development on access to quality employment increased along with countries’ income 

levels increase.  

The results of the multivariate analysis on the structure of the economy also 

conform to the findings of the univariate analysis (see the Figures 5 and 6 with regards 

to the importance of the share of the agricultural sector). The share of agriculture has 

little influence on women’s employment participation; however, it influences women’s 

access to quality work in Low Income Countries; as the share of agriculture in GDP grows, 

women’s access to quality work decreases exponentially, highlighting that much of 

women’s work in agriculture in developing countries is in vulnerable employment, either 

as contributing family workers or as own account workers. The higher the contribution of 

industry to GDP, the higher women’s access to quality work in Low-Income Countries, 

but this relationship reverses in Lower Middle-Income Countries, where however, a larger 

export share of GDP has a positive influence on women’s access to quality work. These 

findings substantiate the theory that, as countries progress in development, wages tend 

to rise. To remain competitive, firms often invest in capital, substituting labor with 

automation or technology, as highlighted by Rodrik and Stantcheva (2021). 

4.2.4 Legal and Institutional Environment 

Our results with respect to the influence of the legal environment on women’s 

employment and access to quality work need further exploration. It appears that 

legislation on equal rights to assets, on the ability to start and run a business and on 

sexual harassment have no influence on access to quality work. This is in contrast to Lo 

Bue et al. (2022) who found a negative correlation between the assets dimension and 

gender gaps in vulnerable employment for their sample of low and middle income 
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countries. One possible explanation for this result is that in disaggregating the sample, 

we eliminate variation between Low Income and Middle Income Countries, indicating 

that it is the difference in the legal and institutional environment between these country 

groups that is critical for improving women’s access to quality work. This explanation 

finds some support from the statistics relating to the WBL sub-indexes in Table 1.   

We also find that laws relating to equal pay are likely to reduce women’s access 

to quality work. This is consistent with Becker’s ‘taste for discrimination’ theory – that 

employers need to be compensated for the disutility that results from hiring women by 

paying them less (Becker (2010), and highlights the challenges associated with improving 

decent work opportunities for women. The significant and negative associations between 

legislation on sexual harassment and women’s labour force participation in Upper Middle 

Income Countries may have a similar explanation; that when pro-women legislation 

increases the cost of hiring women, employers may prefer not to do so.  

Nevertheless, previous studies have shown that more egalitarian laws reduce the 

gender gap in vulnerable employment (Lo Bue et al., 2022) and are associated with lower 

gender earnings gaps (King and Gunewardena, 2023) which should, in turn, reduce the 

barriers women face when considering employment and support higher employment 

participation. The influence of laws depends on the design of the legislation as well as 

on the proper implementation of legislation.  

We find no effect of the the length of maternity leave on access to quality work 

and only find a negative influence of maternity leave duration on women’s employment 

in Lower Middle Income Countries. This result is consistent with the literature that finds 

longer maternity leaves are associated with lower maternal attachment to the labor force, 

a finding was more pronounced for mothers in high-inequality settings (Hook and Paek, 

2020). Furthermore, in many countries, employers are required to pay for maternity 

leave, which might constrain the demand for women workers in the formal sector (Asian 

Development Bank, 2016). 
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Table 2: Panel Fixed Effect Model Estimates for Women's Economic Participation Across 
Country Income Groups 

 LIC LMIC UMIC HIC 

Demographics:     

Women’s life expectancy (years) -0.0471* -0.0452 0.2004* 0.0724* 
Total fertility rate (births per woman) 1.3382*** 0.3303 0.1400 0.7377*** 

Women’s age distribution     
ag15_24 -0.5180 -0.0891 -0.9260 -0.5993 
ag25_39 -0.9976 -0.1404 -0.8550 -0.3461 
ag40_54 -0.2304 -0.8805 0.3829 -0.3248 
ag55_64 4.6603* -1.2960 -0.2413 -0.3769 
ag65 -0.1345 -0.6166 -0.4422 -0.5738 
     
Education:     
Female secondary completion (%) 0.1576 0.1125 0.1326** 0.1723** 
Tertiary gross enrolment ratio: women (%) 0.0935 0.0660 -0.1265*** -0.0079 
Individuals using the Internet (% of population) 0.0576 0.0041 -0.0169 -0.0429 

Labour market:     
Unemployment rate, women to men -8.5486 -3.2763*** 0.3711 -0.1304 
     

Economic indicators:     

Log GDP per capita 8.4318 -40.6022 -34.6934 -2.6539 

Square of log of GDP per capita -0.9958 2.5827 1.9302 0.6371 
Agriculture share (% of GDP) -0.0205 0.0448 -0.5674*** -0.4252 
Industry (including construction) (% of GDP) -0.0756 -0.0139 0.0160 0.0735 
Exports of goods and services (% of GDP) -0.0049 0.0094 0.0366 -0.0330 

Legal and institutional environment:     
WBL: women have equal rights to assets -0.0001 0.0160* -0.0079 -0.0327* 

WBL: women’s ability to start and run a 
business 

0.0249 -0.0619*** 0.0349 -0.0040 

WBL: women’s ability to earn equal pay -0.0551 0.0040 -0.0379* 0.0381* 
Legislation on sexual harassment (yes=1) -0.8485 0.2255 -1.7371*** -0.0693 
Length of paid maternity leave (days) -0.0413 -0.0144* -0.0023 -0.0114 
Gross preprimary enrolment (%) 0.0113 -0.0169 0.0151 0.0315 
     
Constant 72.2619 233.5599* 218.2977 22.8535 
Observations 114 293 234 307 
Within r-squared 0.6280 0.2384 0.2642 0.5254 

Between r-squared 0.0681 0.0500 0.0203 0.1020 
Overall r-squared 0.0763 0.0560 0.0226 0.1056 

Source: Authors’ calculations. 
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Table 3: Panel Fixed Effect Model Estimates for Women's Non-Vulnerable Employment 
Across Country Income Groups 

 LIC LMIC UMIC HIC 
     
Demographics:     
Women’s life expectancy (years) -0.0810** 0.0129 0.0943 0.0683 
Total fertility rate, (births per woman) -0.1063 1.2228 0.0127 0.7640**

* 
ag15_24 -0.0319 -0.5403 -0.8399* -0.2441 
ag25_39 0.4801** -0.1583 -0.7614 -

1.1012** 
ag40_54 -0.8248** -0.7376 -0.3914 -

1.4900**
* 

ag55_64 1.2644 0.3786 -0.8126 -
1.3024**
* 

ag65 -0.6934 -1.2258** 0.2146 -0.9380* 
     
Education:     
Female secondary completion (%) -0.0161 0.0981** 0.1662*** 0.1638** 
Tertiary gross enrolment ratio: women (%) 0.0875** 0.0657 -0.0586* 0.0225 
Individuals using the Internet (% of population) 0.0162 -0.0082 -0.0552** 0.0069 
     
Labour market:     
Unemployment Rate: Women to men 3.8760 -1.7211*** -0.3555 -0.0896 
     
Economic indicators:     
Log GDP per capita 0.9402 3.4220* 4.1999 10.1153*

** 
Agriculture share (% of GDP) -0.3480*** -0.5025* -0.6377 -2.0473 
Square of agriculture share (% of GDP) 0.0047*** 0.0081 0.0265 0.1723 
Industry (including construction) (% of GDP) 0.0791* -0.0930* 0.0791 0.0612 
Exports of goods and services (% of GDP) 0.0187 0.0312* 0.0047 0.0186 
     
Legal and institutional environment:     
WBL: women have equal rights to assets -0.0104 0.0097 -0.0117 -0.0211 
WBL: women’s ability to start and run a business -0.0034 0.0461 -0.0123 0.0480 
WBL: women’s ability to earn equal pay 0.0109 -0.0098 -0.0439*** 0.0093 
Legislation on sexual harassment (yes=1) 0.7964 -0.1657 -0.2365 -0.5811 
Length of paid maternity leave (days) -0.0283 -0.0059 0.0296 -0.0043 
Gross preprimary enrolment (%) 0.0043 -0.0055 0.0032 0.0243 
     
Constant 3.1509 9.9890 20.5045 -1.4151 
Observations 114 293 234 307 
Within r-squared 0.5610 0.2246 0.3272 0.4790 
Between r-squared 0.0927 0.0111 0.0604 0.0507 
Overall r-squared 0.1405 0.0113 0.0632 0.0524 

Source: Produced by the authors using compiled data. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.  
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Figure 7: Marginal Effects of Age on Women's Economic Participation Across Country Income 
Groups  

 

Source: Authors’ calculations. 
 

Figure 8: Marginal Effects of Age on Women's Non-Vulnerable Employment Across Country 
Income Groups 

 

Source: Authors’ calculations. 
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V. Conclusions and Policy Implications 
Descriptive analysis of data shows that the frequency distribution of NVERF is very 

different from the distribution of EPRFs for all country groups, except for high-income 

countries. The results also show the quality employment deficit for women workers in 

developing countries. The gap between EPRFs and the NVERF is very large for low-

income countries but narrows as per capita incomes rise. The results highlight the 

importance of generating better employment and focusing on improving women’s 

access to quality employment, rather than the quantity of employment. 

Our findings underscore the notable disparity between the factors influencing 

women's access to employment and the distinct conditions affecting their access to 

quality work. Addressing these challenges requires targeted policies specifically 

designed to enhance women's access to high-quality employment opportunities. 

Moreover, the drivers for improving access to quality work vary based on the unique 

socioeconomic contexts of individual countries. This suggests that while economic and 

labor market reforms are essential components for enhancing women's access to decent 

work, they alone may not suffice. A comprehensive approach considering country-

specific nuances is imperative for effectively advancing women's participation in quality 

employment. 

Education has a strong influence on improving women’s access to decent work in 

more developed countries. But this influence is reduced in low-income countries. Results 

indicate the importance of investing in the creation of good jobs along with expanding 

access to education to improve women’s access to quality jobs. 

On the legal front, our results also show that gender-egalitarian laws have little 

influence on women’s access to employment or decent work. The existence of a law, in 

other words, does not guarantee its effectiveness. Our results also show the importance 

of considering how the indirect consequences of legislation can have counter-intuitive 

effects on women’s access to decent work. For example, longer periods of maternity 

leave negatively affect women’s access to decent work. A review of literature shows that, 

in many countries, employers are responsible for the costs of maternity leave, which in 

turn makes hiring women more expense and increases employers’ preference for men. 
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It is important to reduce such unintended gender biases when introducing legislation.  

Our study also highlighted the need to generate better data for assessing 

women’s access to decent work in developing countries. Because of a lack of data, we 

were compelled to proxy decent work with non-vulnerable work. Better data, however, 

would enable us to assess the factors that influence women’s access to better quality 

jobs—that is, those that are both non-vulnerable and provide benefits such as social 

security, adequate renumeration, social dialogue, and dignity. 
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Table A1: Women’s Employment and Non-Vulnerable Employment: Fixed Effect Models 
 EPR NVER 
   
Demographics:   
Women’s life expectancy (years) 0.0164 0.0169 
Total fertility rate (births per woman) 0.8287*** 0.4477*** 
ag15_24 -0.4174 -0.4302** 
ag25_39 -0.2272 -0.4127** 
ag40_54 -0.0936 -0.8132*** 
ag55_64 -0.3762 -0.9510*** 
ag65 -0.6258** -0.4000 
   
Education:   
Secondary education: women (%) 0.1038** 0.1126*** 
Tertiary gross enrolment ratio: women (%) -0.0243 0.0172 
Individuals using the Internet (% of population) -0.0341* -0.0102 
   
Labour market:   
Unemployment Rate: Women to men -0.3442** -0.0358 
   
Economic indicators:   
Log GDP per capita -42.2920*** 6.1482*** 
Square of log of GDP per capita 2.5838***  
Agriculture share (% of GDP) -0.0861** -0.2271 
Square of agriculture share (% of GDP)  0.0033 
Industry (including construction) (% of GDP) -0.0052 -0.0160 
Exports of goods and services (% of GDP) -0.0098 0.0201 
   
Legal and institutional environment:   
WBL: women’s have equal rights to assets -0.0018 -0.0094 
WBL: women’s ability to start and run a business 0.0136 -0.0015 
WBL: women’s ability to earn equal pay 0.0044 -0.0106 
Legislation on sexual harassment (yes=1) 0.1716 0.0908 
Length of paid maternity leave (days) -0.0129* -0.0034 
Gross preprimary enrolment (%) 0.0077 0.0073 
   
Constant 229.9529*** 4.1451 
Observations 948 948 
Within r-squared 0.2147 0.2287 
Between r-squared 0.0404 0.2817 
Overall r-squared 0.0397 0.2775 

Source: Produced by the authors using compiled data. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 


