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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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1. Introduction 

 
Women’s access to secure well-paid jobs is particularly limited in low-income countries 

(Arora, Braunstein & Seguino, 2023). Extensive research on the factors influencing women’s 

labour-force participation consistently shows that education, lower birth rates, and economic 

growth have contributed to increases in women’s labour-force participation in industrialised 

countries. Klasen (2019) argued that a combination of factors could explain women’s labour-force 

participation in developing countries, which have been quite heterogeneous, rising in Latin 

America stagnating in other regions and even falling in South Asia and the Middle East and North 

Africa region (Klasen, 2019). As Klasen notes, these uneven trends result from the interplay of 

initial conditions, economic structure, structural change, and gender norms and values.  

 Women’s labour-force participation does not per se guarantee access to good and 

secure jobs. To the contrary, gender inequalities in the form of segregation based on gender and 

occupational sector appear to be quite persistent in developing countries (Borrowman & Klasen, 

2020). More research evaluating the full spectrum of social, legal, and economic factors affecting 

the quality of women’s employment is therefore needed to inform policies for reducing gender 

inequalities in labour markets. To address this information gap, we conducted six country-level 

case studies and a cross-country study using mixed methodologies.  

 The six countries were chosen based on the availability of local researchers to 

represent middle-income countries in different regions and included Peru and Brazil in Latin 

America; Kenya and Senegal in Africa; and Sri Lanka and the Philippines in Asia. All six studies 

examined nationally representative labour-market statistics to measure the prevalence of quality 

employment among women and to identify factors that may influence women’s ability to find 

quality employment. Because we recognized that quantitative data could not fully capture the 

many and diverse barriers faced by women engaged in paid work, our quantitative analysis was 

supplemented with some qualitative analysis, which involved collecting primary data guided by 

a framework that identified a range of social, legal, and infrastructural barriers. We also 
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conducted a cross-country analysis using secondary data to identify common factors affecting 

women’s access to decent work.1 

 Researchers in the project faced two main measurement challenges: the 

complexity of capturing quality in employment statistics and the need to adequately represent 

the diverse nature of barriers faced by women both in seeking employment and in at the 

workplace.  

 

 On capturing the quality of employment. The literature notes that the 

empowering potential of paid work is not related to women’s labour-market participation per se 

but to the quality of employment to which they have access (Kabeer, 2017). For each of our 

country studies, we used a comprehensive measure of quality employment rather than a single 

mutually available metric. More specifically, we used multiple indicators covering the four main 

dimensions of job quality mentioned in Hovhannisyan et al. (2022) and including the adequacy 

of wages, access to work-related benefits, employment stability and working conditions. On the 

other hand, the cross-country paper uses the ILO definition of non-vulnerable employment2 as a 

measure of the quality of work, due to a large number of missing values when considering other 

measures of employment quality. 

 On the diversity of barriers to work and at work faced by women. Barriers unique 

to each context significantly affect women’s access to quality jobs (Lo Bue et al., 2022) but 

comparable data on legal and social contexts continues to be limited. Several open-source 

databases contain context-related information (for example, the United Nations Development 

Programme’s Gender Inequality Index and the World Bank’s Women Business and Law Database 

(World Bank, 2024a; United Nations Development Program, 2024a). However, these provide 

mainly quantitative information on the availability of legislation or an infrastructure facility. In our 

 
1 For simplicity, country studies will be referred to by the country names, and the cross-country study will be referred to as such. The six country studies include Brazil (Cabral et al., 2023), 

Peru (Lorena Alcázar, Huerta & Távara, 2024), Senegal (Diallo et al., 2023, Kenya (Machio et al., 2023), Sri Lanka (Araar et al., 2024a), the Philippines (Cabuay et al., 2024), and cross-country 

(Araar et al., 2004b.).  

2 Self-employed and contributing family workers are defined as vulnerable workers by the International Labour Organization. 
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project, we therefore decided to evaluate context-specific barriers using a multidimensional 

approach that incorporates legal, social, and infrastructural barriers. Rather than focus solely on 

the presence of social institutions, we placed a strong emphasis on how countries’ laws, policies, 

and regulations are established and enforced. Local researchers with expert knowledge of their 

countries conducted the analysis through a combination of quantitative and qualitative data, 

including primary data specifically collected for the project and secondary data. 

 The main findings from the individual studies indicate that a shortage of quality 

employment in Low- and Middle-Income Countries is the primary reason why both men and 

women are found mostly in informal, or vulnerable, employment. In other words, demand-side 

factors (e.g., the capacity of sectors of an economy to generate decent jobs) appear to matter 

more than supply-side factors (e.g., individual workers’ characteristics such as education) in 

determining decent job opportunities, especially for women. The cross-country study confirmed 

these findings by showing that non-vulnerable employment was quite low in countries other than 

high-income countries with high GDP rates as shown in Figure 3.  

 Another finding from our studies is that social norms (as contrasted with 

expectations about gender roles within a family) limit employment opportunities for women. 

They are reflected in discriminatory attitudes in the workplace and in the design, coverage, and 

enforcement of gender-egalitarian labour laws. Our analysis shows that the existence of gender-

equality laws as well as adequate levels of government social spending are necessary but not 

sufficient to address the challenges that women face. Improving women’s access to quality 

employment requires consideration of elements that can only be adequately assessed by 

undertaking in-depth, context-specific evaluations of the interplay of social, legal, and physical 

barriers.  
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2. Key Descriptive Statistics3 

 
2.1 The Labour Market and the Socioeconomic Environment 

 
Figure 1: Labour-Force Statistics, by Country 

 

 
Source: 2021 ILO stats. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3 Country-specific socioeconomic information in this section is from World Bank (2024b). 
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Figure 2: Labour-Force-Participation Rates and Non-Vulnerable Employment Rates, by Country 

and Sex 

 

 
Source: (International Labour Organization (2024). Note: Non-vulnerable employment rate is the share of 
employment that is non-vulnerable. The data is for the year 2020. 
 

 This section summarizes the major economic and labour-market statistics on 

quality employment for the countries discussed in this article. The two countries in Latin America, 

Brazil and Peru, are upper-middle-income countries (according to World Bank classifications) 

while the other four are lower-middle-income countries. In the lack of alternate comparable cross-

country indicators, we analysed quality employment using the non-vulnerable employment-to-

population ratio. This is justified because a large positive link exists between wage employment 

and quality employment (Hovhannisyan et al., 2022).  

 Among the six countries, Senegal had the lowest non-vulnerable employment-to-

population ratios for women (and men), mostly the result of women’s low labour-force 

participation and a lack of quality employment. Only 38.1% of women were in the labour force 

in Senegal, and fewer than a quarter of women were in non-vulnerable employment (Figure 2). 

Low productivity and widespread informality impede the emergence of quality employment in 
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the economy. Agriculture continues to make a considerable contribution to the economy despite 

the low employment rate in this sector (see Table 1). In addition to the inherent structural 

constraints that hinder access to fair employment opportunities, women face additional barriers 

due to inadequate human capital, significant gender inequality, and high birth rates (see Table 

2). 

 In both Sri Lanka and Kenya, approximately 20% of working-age women hold non-

vulnerable employment. However, the job markets in the two countries are vastly different. In 

comparison to Sri Lanka, we noted a high labour-force participation rate for women in Kenya 

(72.2%). The key explanation for the low rate of non-vulnerable employment-to-population for 

women was a lack of quality employment. Only 31% of employed women were in non-vulnerable 

employment (see Figure 2). In comparison, the labour-force participation rate for women in Sri 

Lanka was low (32.5%), but 60.1% of employed women were in non-vulnerable employment. Sri 

Lankan women may be more selective in entering the labour market, given their upper-secondary 

completion rate, the highest amongst the six countries (64% of Sri Lankan women had completed 

an upper secondary level of education). The high women’s labour-force participation rate in 

Kenya is partly explained by the substantial contribution of the agriculture sector to both the 

economy and employment, which accounts for one-third of women’s employment (see Table 1). 

The lower non-vulnerable employment-to-population rate in Kenya may be due to the lower 

upper-secondary completion rate of women (See Table 3). According to the Kenya paper only 

11% of employed women had a signed employment contract, 11% were paid the minimum 

wage, and only 9% and 12% had positions that contributed to pension or health insurance, 

respectively.  

 The non-vulnerable employment-to-population rates in the Philippines and Peru 

are both roughly 25%, but their labour markets are very different (see Figure 1). Women’s labour-

force participation rate in the Philippines is reasonably high (44%), with 61.1% of employed 

women in non-vulnerable employment. In comparison, Peru has a higher (64.9%) labour-force 

participation rate for women, yet only 42% of working women are in non-vulnerable employment. 

These differences in the labour market may be due to demand-side issues. Consumer demand 
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helps the Philippine economy, which is boosted by job growth and remittances from abroad. The 

Philippines also has a high level of human capital, as seen by high upper-secondary completion 

rates for men and women (see Table 1). The Peruvian economy has benefited from 

macroeconomic stability, trade liberalization, and a favourable international climate. However, 

progress is hampered by the significant reliance on natural resources, the effects of climate 

change, and continuing inequities among demographic groups. Furthermore, low productivity 

and insufficient diversity impede the growth of quality employment.  

 Brazil has the highest non-vulnerable employment-to-population rate (32.6%) 

among the six countries. Brazil has a moderately high women’s labour-force participation of 

52.3% and a very high non-vulnerable employment rate (See Figure 2), with three-quarters of 

working women employed in non-vulnerable employment in Brazil. The services sector is the 

primary driver of Brazil’s economy, and it accounts for most of the employment (see Table 1). 

Brazil’s relatively high upper-secondary completion rates for women, low gender disparity 

(measured by the Gender Inequality Index), and low overall fertility rate may all contribute to 

improving women’s non-vulnerable employment-to-population rate (See Table 2).  

 The above discussion shows that a multitude of socioeconomic and labour-

market-related factors influence women’s access to quality employment (measured by non-

vulnerable employment-to-population rate). The analysis also suggests that both supply-side and 

demand-side issues and the creation of quality employment also may influence women’s access 

to quality employment. 
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Table 1. Output and Employment Structure of Brazil, Peru, Kenya, Senegal, Philippines and Sri 

Lanka 

 
(Latest available year: 2023 | oldest year: 2019) 

 
 Brazil Peru Kenya Senegal Philippin

es 
Sri 

Lanka 
GDP per capita 

(2015 US$ constant prices) 
8831 6555 1755 1465 3528 3988 

Income group  UMIC UMIC LMIC LMIC LMIC LMIC 
women’s labour-force 

participation (%) 
men’s labour-force 

participation (%) 
Gap in labour-force 

participation  

53.1 
73.1 
20.0 

65.1 
80.5 
15.4 

62.8 
72.6 
9.8 

37.5 
64.5 
27.0 

50.2 
72.5 
22.3 

32.0 
70.5 
38.5 

Agriculture 
GDP (%) 

Employment for women 
Employment for men 

 
6.8 
4.0 
12.2 

 
7.8 
25.5 
25.8 

 
21.2 
34.3 
31.0 

 
15.5 
16.9 
24.5 

 
9.5 
14.5 
29.5 

 
8.7 
28.1 
25.6 

Industry 
GDP (%) 

Employment for women 
Employment for men 

 
20.7 
10.8 
27.6 

 
34.0 
9.4 
24.4 

 
17.7 
10.6 
20.3 

 
24.5 
11.3 
29.7 

 
29.2 
8.5 
25.4 

 
30.3 
24.8 
28.1 

Services 
GDP (%) 

Employment for women 
Employment for men  

 
58.9 
85.2 
60.1 

 
49.5 
65.1 
49.8 

 
55.1 
55.1 
48.6 

 
50 

71.8 
45.8 

 
61.2 
77.0 
45.1 

 
56.1 
47.1 
46.3 

Source: World Bank (2024b). World Development Indicators for GDP data and ILO modelled estimates for 
employment data. Note: The measures of men’s and women’s employment show the share of employment 
in the sector. GDP (%) includes the value added to the agriculture, industry, and services sectors as a 
percentage of GDP. UMIC: Upper middle-income country. LMIC: Lower middle-income country. 
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Table 2. Drivers of Women’s Access to Quality Employment 

 
Country Gender 

Inequality 
Index1 

Total fertility rate 
(births per 
woman)2 

Women’s upper-
secondary 
completion 

(%)2,3 

Men’s upper-
secondary 

completion (%)2,3 

Brazil 0.390 1.6 55.5 51.4 
Peru 0.380 2.2 49.9 60.5 
Philippines 0.419 2.75 35.4 29.5 
Kenya 0.506 3.3 38.7 49.9 
Sri Lanka  0.383 2.0 64.0 63.4 
Senegal 0.530 4.4 4.7 11.2 

Source: United Nations Development Program (2024a). 2. (World Bank, 2024b). Note: Values are for 2021. 3. 
Upper-secondary completion rates include the percentage of the 25+ population who have at least 
completed upper secondary education (cumulative). For Senegal, upper-secondary completion rates are 
for 2019. 

 

 In developed countries, improvements in access to education and the expansion 

of service-sector jobs have improved women’s access to employment in general (Klasen, 2019). 

Education is also a strong predictor of the quality of employment (Hovhannisyan et al., 2022). In 

the six countries in our sample, the education levels of women relative to men were quite high. 

As shown in Table 2, women had a greater upper-secondary completion rate than men in 2020 

in all countries except Senegal. Even in Senegal, the gender disparity in upper-secondary 

completion rates was minimal, suggesting that the gender gaps in education have reversed, 

making gender differentials in education implausible as an explanation for gaps in access to 

quality employment.4  

 Social norms that assign more care duties to women are another reason for the 

disparity in women’s access to quality jobs (Floro & Meurs, 2009); Jayachandran, 2021). These 

duties are amplified in countries with high total fertility rates. The two African countries had total 

fertility rates higher than three, whereas the Philippines had a total fertility rate of 2.8. However, 

 
4 Although the nature of women’s education (i.e., whether the education is in subjects such as science, technology, engineering and mathematics or craft-related vocational training may also 

matter in access to quality employment, detailed educational information is not available across countries. 
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fertility rates and gender disparity alone do not predict access to quality employment. For 

example, Sri Lanka has a low total fertility rate and a low degree of gender inequality (see Table 

2), but its Non-Vulnerable-Employment-to-Population Ratio is lower than that of Kenya with 

higher values for both total fertility rate and gender inequality.  

 
2.2 Legal Environment 

 
The legal environment in the six countries considered is quite varied (See Table 3). 

According to data from the World Bank’s Women, Business and Law database. While Peru, Brazil, 

and Kenya scored quite high in terms of legislative protection of gender equality, the scores for 

the Philippines and Senegal were moderate while those for Sri Lanka are quite low.  

 
Table 3. Comparison Across Countries: Business and the Law Indices 

  
Women
, 
Busines
s, and 
Law 
Databa
se 
Index 

Mobility Workpla
ce 

Pay Marria
ge 

Parenth
ood 

Entrepr
eneurs
hip 

Assets Pensio
n 

Peru 95.0 100.0 100.0 100.
0 

80.0 80.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Brazil 85.0 100.0 100.0 75.0 100.0 80.0 75.0 100.0 50.0 
Kenya 83.8 100.0 100.0 100.

0 
100.0 40.0 75.0 80.0 75.0 

Senega
l 

72.5 75.0 100.0 50.0 60.0 80 75.0 40.0 100.0 

Sri 
Lanka 

65.6 100.0 75.0 25.0 100.0 20.0 75.0 80.0 50.0 

Philippi
nes 

78.8 75.0 100.0 100.
0 

60.0 60.0 100.0 60.0 75.0 

Source: (World Bank, 2024a) 

 

 Sri Lanka and Senegal scored low on the total Women, Business, and Law 

Database index, which might be attributable to weak wage regulation for Sri Lanka and Senegal 
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and weak parenthood leave protection5 in Sri Lanka. Brazil also scored below 100 on wage 

legislation. One common reason for the lower ratings in the three countries was that the 

legislation did not explicitly require equal rewards for equal work. Furthermore, in Sri Lanka, 

legislation restricted women’s ability to work at night and in the mining and manufacturing 

sectors, limiting their employment options and working hours (Sri Lanka). Women in Senegal 

were not permitted to work in jobs that were deemed unsafe, harmful, demanding, or morally 

inappropriate. Across indicators, legislation relating to the workplace received perfect scores in 

all countries except Sri Lanka, where the absence of a law explicitly prohibiting discrimination in 

the workplace reduced the score.  

 In terms of mobility, most countries received perfect scores except Senegal and 

the Philippines. In Senegal, legislation restricted women’s choice of place of residence while, in 

the Philippines, the law restricted women’s ability to apply for a passport.  

 Half of the countries achieved perfect marks for gender equality in marriage laws, 

but Senegal, Peru, and the Philippines did not. A common shortcoming in the three countries 

with less-than-perfect scores was women’s rights for remarriage. Furthermore, in Senegal, women 

were not allowed to be the head of the family as men are men and, in the Philippines, women’s 

capacity to divorce their spouse differed from that of men.  

 All countries scored below a hundred in the parenthood score, mainly as a result 

of the absence of laws providing parental leave. Although all countries provided maternal leave, 

the length of leave varied widely across countries. The length of maternity leave in Sri Lanka and 

Kenya was especially low at less than fourteen weeks. Furthermore, in Kenya, Sri Lanka, and the 

Philippines, maternity leave payments were only handled by the government, with employers 

paying the benefits. When employers are responsible for providing maternity benefits, demand 

for women in the labour market decreases. Except for Sri Lanka, all countries had legislation that 

 
5 That is, the presence of laws that provide parents with maternal, paternal, and parental leave, as well as at least fourteen weeks of maternity leave. The score also grants points if the 

government administers maternity leave and if the legislation forbids pregnant workers from being fired. 
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provided for paid parental leave. All countries, however, provided less than fourteen days of 

parental leave.  

 In terms of enabling women’s entrepreneurship, all countries allowed women to 

sign contracts and open bank accounts the same way as do men. In addition, except in Kenya, 

women had the same rights to register enterprises as men. Half the countries—Sri Lanka, Brazil 

and Senegal—lacked legislation that prevented gender-based discrimination in access to credit.  

 Concerning assets, women in both Peru and Brazil enjoyed similar rights of 

ownership of assets. In Sri Lanka, laws were gender equal except for not allowing for the value 

of non-monetary contributions to the family. In Kenya, other than the right of the surviving spouse 

to inherit assets, all other laws were equal across genders. In the Philippines, women did not 

have equal rights for the ownership of immovable property and management of assets during 

marriage. In Senegal, the inheritance rights of sons and daughters and the surviving spouse were 

not equal. Further, in Senegal, the laws did not provide for the valuation of non-monetary 

contributions. 

 As previously stated, the business and legal environments for women in the six 

countries differed significantly. Furthermore, there is no clear link between high Women, 

Business, and Law Database scores and women’s non-vulnerable employment-to-population 

rates. Peru had the highest Women, Business, and Law Database score, although women’s non-

vulnerable employment-to-population rate was lower than in Brazil. Kenya likewise scored well 

on the Women, Business, and Law Database index, but its non-vulnerable employment-to-

population rate was modest.  
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3. Literature Review  

 
3.1 Measuring Job Quality 

 
Our project adopted the International Labour Organization’s definition of decent work: 

“productive work for women and men in conditions of freedom, equity, security and human 

dignity” (International Labour Standards Department, 2012). Its strength is that it is a 

multidimensional concept comprising four key elements—employment conditions, social 

security, rights at work, and social dialogue. All of these, however, pose measurement challenges. 

Since its introduction, the International Labour Organization has suggested a series of indicators 

for each of these different dimensions of decent work (Ghai, 2003; Floro & Meurs, 2009); 

International Labour Organization, 2008). Recent literature relies on various indicators of the 

quality of employment, such as the extent of formal jobs6 (Hovhannisyan et al., 2022), jobs that 

pay above the median level of income (Arora, Braunstein & Seguino, 2023) or non-vulnerable 

work, defined as (Lo Bue et al., 2022). Further, most available studies focus on a single region 

due to the challenges of harmonizing data across different regions. (Hovhannisyan et al., 2022) 

propose a practical multidimensional measure of job quality for developing countries, focusing 

on four dimensions of job quality, including jobs that provide adequate wages7 to escape 

poverty, access to job-related benefits, employment stability, and adequate working conditions. 

These indicators are defined considering the availability of information as well as comparability 

across countries.  

 In the absence of a consensus on the appropriate measurement to gauge the 

quality of employment, which may be attributed to the unique labour market characteristics of 

each country (and also to lack of systematic data collection on these issues), some studies have 

 
6 Permanent employment bound by a formal contract given by a formal entity is usually defined as a formal job. One problem of using “formal jobs” as an indicator in cross-country studies is 

that the definition varies substantially across countries (Hovhannisyan et al., 2022).  

7 The term “appropriate salary” is not clearly defined. Some thresholds employed by the literature include relative values such as a wage that is less than half of the national median wage, 

and absolute values such as the wage that will be required to keep a household out of poverty for a certain family size and number of income earners, or a living wage; or a country’s 

minimum wage (Hovhannisyan et al., 2022).  
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resorted to counting non-vulnerable employment (i.e., employment other than self-employment 

and unpaid family work) as quality employment (Lo Bue et al., 2022). As shown in Figure 1, the 

prevalence of non-vulnerable employment is significantly lower than the prevalence of 

employment (measured by employment-to-population ratio) for both men and women in most 

countries. Further, in all countries, the proportion of non-vulnerable employment is lower for 

women than for men. It is important to note that this stylized fact is often observed alongside 

another, where women’s labour-force participation is significantly lower. This suggests a higher 

reservation wage for women that results from the heavier burden of family responsibilities. 

 
3.2 Legal Environment and Women’s Access to Quality Employment 

 
Academic works have acknowledged the significance of gender equality in the legal 

system for increasing women’s involvement in the labour force and enabling higher-quality 

employment. Evidence shows that countries that have more gender egalitarian laws have more 

equal labour-market outcomes (Lo Bue et al., 2022; Hyland, Djankov & Goldberg, 2020).  

 Using the World Bank’s Women, Business, and Law database8 (which tracks 

legislation that may influence women’s access to employment and entrepreneurial activity; see 

Hyland, Djankov & Goldberg, 2020), We found a direct link between more gender-egalitarian 

labour legislation and more equitable labour-market outcomes. Lo Bue et al., 2022) similarly 

discovered that countries with stronger gender-equitable legislation had fewer gender gaps in 

vulnerable employment.  

 Contrary to the above findings, the literature points out that, despite the existence 

of gender-egalitarian laws, their effectiveness may be low in developing countries. For example, 

although some authors have found a positive relationship between longer maternity leave and 

women’s labour-force participation (Vu & Glewwe, 2022), others found that longer maternity 

 
8 The World Bank’s Women, Business, and Law database includes detailed data on the indicators used to create the WBL Index, which is made up of eight sub-indices, each covering a 

different area of women’s rights that has been identified as having an impact on their economic outcomes. These include mobility, workplace access, wages, marriage, motherhood, 

entrepreneurship, assets, and pensions. 
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leave reduces labour demand for young women (Banerjee, Biswas & Mazumder, 2022; Banerjee, 

2019) showed that, in India, although laws exist to protect women from sexual harassment, they 

are ineffective because women are reluctant to make complaints, at least in part because 

superiors undermine and dismiss grievances. Women are also concerned about losing their 

employment or being subjected to social stigma for submitting complaints.  

 As demonstrated in the preceding section, the legal environments in the six 

countries were considerably different. Peru, Brazil, and Kenya all scored high on the Women, 

Business, and Law Database index, suggesting that their legislation promotes gender equality. 

There is a correlation between the Women, Business, and Law Database score and the Non-

Vulnerable-Employment-to-Population Ratios, though it is not direct, perhaps because of the 

legislation’s low effectiveness. 

 
3.3 Social Norms and Women’s Access to Quality Employment 

 

Gender disparities in labour-market outcomes are partly a result of social conventions and 

beliefs surrounding gender roles that assign caregiving tasks to women and market work to men 

(Floro & Meurs, 2009; Kabeer, Deshpande & Assaad, 2019). These norms affect women’s 

employability and access to quality employment in a variety of ways. 

 Social norms that assign greater care responsibilities to women limit women’s time 

to engage in market work. The demands on time are intensified with motherhood. Dieterich et 

al. (2016), as cited in Machio et al., 2023) examined the “motherhood penalty” with data from 

five Sub-Saharan African countries (Ghana, Burkina Faso, Rwanda, Zambia, and Mauritius) and 

found that women’s opportunities for formal work diminished with marriage. The literature has 

also reported a negative relationship between number of children and women’s access to quality 

employment. However, with greater access to quality and affordable childcare, however, the 

strength of the “motherhood penalty” decreases. In a randomized control trial in Nairobi, Kenya, 

Clark et al. (2019) found that women who obtained subsidized daycare boosted their labour-
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force participation by 8.5% compared to other women. As Table 2 shows, the average fertility 

rates in three of the countries in the sample were above 2.5, indicating that a large share of 

household activities must involve providing childcare. 

 Social norms may also manifest in occupational segregation in the labour market. 

In other words, women may be concentrated into occupations that enable them to balance work 

and life responsibilities (Goldin, 1994). When women work, they may not always choose the best 

jobs because they tend to opt for less demanding, less flexible, or more flexible work schedules 

(Floro & Meurs, 2009; Jayachandran, 2021). These jobs also tend to have lower pay, less social 

protection, and less security. In many countries, women resort to formal work opportunities in 

the public sector because such work is socially acceptable (Goldin, 1994).  

 Further, social norms within workplaces can also restrict women’s access to better 

pay and career progression (International Labour Organization, 2018). When doing the same job, 

women are sometimes paid less than men. Discrimination in the workplace can also result in 

lower wages and obstacles to career progression for women, limiting their access to quality 

employment (International Labour Organization, 2018), Women who become entrepreneurs may 

be restricted by limited access to finance and other resources, legal constraints, and poor access 

to market networks (Kabeer, Deshpande & Assaad, 2019). Studies have also shown that 

stereotypical attitudes toward women’s ability to hold leadership positions have hampered 

opportunities for career advancements for women (Banerjee, 2019). 

 Because of paternalistic attitudes towards women, social norms also limit the 

types of work women can do. In some communities, some types of employment (e.g., mining) 

are considered inappropriate for women. Also, some communities do not allow women to work 

away from home or in the evenings. Further, in some countries, social norms determine where 

women can and cannot work (Roy, 2019; Kabeer, Deshpande & Assaad, 2019). 
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3.4 Social Infrastructure and Women’s Access to Quality Employment 

 
Effective social infrastructure (policies, facilities, and services that facilitate people’s 

participation in social and economic activities) can lower the barriers to entry for women into the 

workforce and assist them in balancing caregiving and working obligations. A variety of types of 

social infrastructure and family policies have been seen to have a positive effect on women’s 

access to jobs (Gonzales et al., 2015).  

 Surveying family policies in developed countries, Ferragina (2020) identified three 

main types of family benefits in the literature, including childcare-related policies, extended 

parental leave aimed at facilitating childcare, and fiscal benefits such as taxes and subsidies to 

support the cost of childcare. Based on this systematic review of developed-country studies, 

Ferragina found that generous family policies positively contributed to improving women’s 

labour-force participation, but their effects on gender wage gaps and career development were 

less conclusive. Among different policies available, lack of childcare services and maternity leave 

were found to have the most detrimental effect on women’s employment outcomes. 

Counterintuitively, generous and unconditional child assistance policies can sometimes hurt 

women’s job success. Long absences from work, for example, enabled by extended maternity-

leave laws, might disconnect women from the labour market, making it more difficult for them 

to return. Social attitudes toward gender-equal roles and the impact of other complementary 

policies have contributed to the variations in results (Olivetti & Petrongolo, 2017); (Boeckmann, 

Misra & Budig, 2015). For example, in Norway, an additional month of paternal leave helped to 

improve the involvement of fathers in household activities (Olivetti & Petrongolo, 2017). 

 Because many issues about women’s access to quality employment are 

interlinked, facilitating social infrastructure improves the effectiveness of other social policies 

(Doepke, Tertilt & Voena, 2012). Gender-egalitarian laws and family policies can also shift social 

attitudes and norms, making it easier for women to find access to decent work (Ziefle & Gangl, 

2014). The extension of paternal leave may help change attitudes toward women in the 

workplace (Omidakhsh, Sprague & Heymann, 2020). In addition to childcare, poor access to 



20 
 

efficient and affordable transportation has also been seen to limit women’s access to decent 

work.  

 
4. Data and Methodology 

 
We synthesised the work of seven studies conducted to uncover the social, cultural, and 

legal conditions that affect women’s access to quality paid employment in various socioeconomic 

circumstances. One of these studies is cross-country, and the other six are based on studies 

conducted at the country level. The country-level papers are based on research that used 

comparable approaches to study the gender sensitivity of the labour market study in six countries 

in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. On the other hand, the cross-country study uses data across 

countries to perform a comparable analysis. The countries that were included were picked for 

their unique economic structures, gender-based labour-market features, and accessibility of local 

researchers who understood the specific contexts of each location. 

4.1 Quantitative Methodology: -Country-Level Studies 

 

In the quantitative analysis, all countries measured quality employment using different 

proxy measures (see Table 4). All countries used at least one measure of quality employment that 

covered minimum wages and work-related benefits.  

 
4.1.1 Empirical Models 

 
All countries use the following basic model to assess women’s access to quality 

employment (Klasen & Pieters, 2015).9  

 

 
9 A multinomial logit analysis was also used in the Philippines study to analyse women’s preferences for career opportunities. 



21 
 

Equation 1: 

𝒀𝒀𝒊𝒊𝒊𝒊 = 𝜶𝜶𝜶𝜶𝒊𝒊𝒊𝒊 +  𝜷𝜷𝒁𝒁𝒊𝒊𝒊𝒊 + 𝜸𝜸𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝜹𝜹𝑅𝑅𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝑢𝑢𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸1 
 

where 𝑌𝑌𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 is a measure of quality employment, 𝑋𝑋𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖  is a vector of individual and household 

characteristics, 𝑍𝑍𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 is a vector of labour market characteristics, 𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 are context-specific socio-legal 

characteristics, and 𝑢𝑢𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 are the error terms.  

 For Kenya and Senegal, Y is rather a synthetic index computed using the 

dimensionality reduction technique. For the other countries, this element was a dichotomous 

variable (expressing the two statuses of having a quality job or not). Except for the two cases of 

the Philippines and Brazil, the term t was constant for the rest of the countries because they used 

cross-sectional data.  

 Information regarding quality employment is available only for individuals 

participating in the labour market, and the model therefore needed to correct for selection bias 

using a Heckman two-stage procedure, as proposed by Heckman in 1979. Specifically, the 

Heckprobit model is employed when the outcome is dichotomous (Van de Ven & Van Praag, 

1981). The Heckprobit model, an extension of the Heckman selection model, is specifically 

designed to address issues of sample selection bias in binary outcome variables. In our study, 

the model is crucial because it corrects for the potential bias that arises when analysing only 

women who are currently employed and thereby providing a more accurate estimate of the 

factors influencing their access to quality jobs. By using this model, we can differentiate between 

the decision to participate in the labour market and the subsequent ability to secure quality 

employment, which is essential for understanding the true impact of social, legal, and economic 

factors on women’s employment outcomes. The ability of the Heckprobit model to handle this 

dual-stage decision process makes it particularly relevant and robust for our analysis, ensuring 

that our findings reflect the broader dynamics of women’s labour-force participation and job 

quality across contexts. 
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4.1.2 Dependent Variables  

 
The six country studies employed a range of indicators to assess quality of work. Peru, 

Brazil, Sri Lanka, and the Philippines used labour-force survey data to assess degrees of job 

quality. The most stringent definition of quality employment, used by these countries, includes 

minimum wage limits and written contracts. In practically every country, formal employment 

entitles workers to employment-related benefits and job stability. In addition, Brazil, Peru, and 

Sri Lanka include a control for respecting maximum working hours established by their respective 

national legislative bodies. Sri Lanka and the Philippines also include controls for minimum 

working hours. Senegal and Kenya construct decent work indices (as shown in Equation 2), which 

are used as dependent variables. DWI is the decent work index, while 𝑬𝑬𝒌𝒌 are indicators of 

different employment aspects, and 𝒘𝒘𝒌𝒌 are weights assigned to attributes of quality employment 

including the existence of a contract, minimum wage, contributions to social security, paid annual 

leave, and decent working hours. (See Table 4 for details of all decent work attributes included 

by Kenya and Senegal). Senegal and Kenya use a multiple correspondence analysis to assign 

weights.  

 

Equation 2: 

𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖 = 𝑤𝑤1𝐸𝐸1,𝑖𝑖 + 𝑤𝑤2𝐸𝐸2,i + ⋯+ 𝑤𝑤𝑘𝑘𝐸𝐸𝑘𝑘,𝑖𝑖 𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸2 
 

 Table 4 presents the measure of quality of employment given in the seven studies 

used in this paper. Unlike in the (Hovhannisyan et al., 2022) study, the purpose of these studies 

is not to assess the differences in the quality of employment but to assess factors affecting 

women’s access to quality employment in each of the countries. All country-level studies include 

an indicator of the adequacy of wages using country-level legal minimum wages. All countries 

control work hours at the lower end and the upper end using full-time work hours and maximum 

work hours established by law. The information for measuring work conditions other than work 

hours, access to work-related benefits, and the stability of work is more challenging. These 
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aspects are explicitly modelled only in the two studies from Africa, given data availability. The 

other four countries also control formal employment, which ensures work with minimum 

acceptable work conditions, access to work-related benefits, and job security. In Brazil, formal 

sector work also ensures minimum wage, while in Peru formal sector work ensures minimum 

wage as well as legally stipulated workday hours. Further, Brazil, Peru, Sri Lanka, and the 

Philippines assess access to work of different degrees of quality as detailed in Table 3. Only the 

cross-country study used non-vulnerable work as a measure of quality employment because 

better indicators for capturing women’s access to quality employment in macro-level data were 

unavailable. 
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Table 4. Measures of Quality Employment 

 
Country  Indicator Measure of 

Quality of 
Employment 

Job Characteristics 

Brazil Quality work (formal 
contract, minimum 
wage) 

Worker with a 
formal contract 
(which 
guarantees 
minimum 
wages) 

Has a formal contract. (In Brazil, formal contracts entitle workers to 
fringe benefits, minimum wage, employer contribution to the 
government pension fund, and paid maternity leave, among others) 

Quality work (formal 
contract, minimum 
wage, legal work hours) 

Worker with 
formal contract 
& employer 
respects 
maximum legal 
work hours 

Has a formal contract. (Formal workers in Brazil entitles workers to 
fringe benefits, minimum wage, employer contribution to the 
government pension fund, and paid maternity leave, among others, 
and respect the maximum of forty-four working hours established by 
law. 

Peru  Quality work (formal 
contract, minimum 
wage, legal work hours) 

Formal workers 
(who are 
guaranteed 
minimum wages 
and legal 
working hours) 

Fully formal workers (i.e., workers receiving all legislated employment 
benefits). These workers are assured of minimum wages, legal 
working hours, and access to social protection. 

Quality work (minimum 
wage, legal work hours) 

Non-precarious 
workers 

“Non-precarious workers.” **Assured of minimum wages, legal 
working hours, and access to social protection, among other 
selected working rights  

Sri Lanka  Quality work (formal 
contract) 

Full-time formal 
workers 

Full-time workers with formal employment. These workers are covered 
by labour legislation providing employment-related benefits and 
social security. 

Quality work (formal 
contract, minimum 
wage) 

Full-time formal 
workers with 
minimum wages  

Full-time formal employment with at least minimum wages. 

Quality work (formal 
contract, minimum 
wage, legal work hours) 

Full-time formal 
workers with 
minimum wages, 

Full-time formal employment with at least minimum wages earned 
within maximum working hours established by law. 



25 
 

earned within 
normal hours  

The 
Philippines 

Quality work (formal 
contract, minimum 
wage, legal work hours) 

 Full-time paid permanent work, at least minimum wages, and a work 
week of at least forty hours. 

Quality work (formal 
contract, minimum 
wage) 

 Full-time paid permanent work, at least minimum wages 

Kenya Decent work_index Decent work 
score calculated 
using different 
job attributes 

Decent work score based on the following indicators: (i) Employed 
based on a written contract, (ii) Earns at least the minimum wage, 
(iii) Employer contributes to National Social Security Fund, (iv) 
Employer contributes to National Health Insurance Fund, (v) Member 
of a trade union, (vi) Employer provides paid annual leave, and (vii) 
Decent working time. 

Senegal S_DW_index Decent work 
score calculated 
using different 
job attributes 

Decent work score based on at least minimum wage; transportation 
allowance; meal subsidy; annual paid leave; paid sick leave; 
retirement insurance; end of service allowance; overtime payment; 
performance bonus; social security contributions; training; childcare 
facilities; maternity/paternity leave; family benefits; decent work 
time; stability of work; health insurance; work accident insurance; 
workplace safety; social dialogue; decision. 

S_DW_indicator  S_DW_indicator = 1 for those scoring above median minus one 
standard deviation for S_DW_index 

 
Note: The indicators are user-defined. Quality employment is identified by QW followed by aspects of quality employment indicated within 
parentheses.  
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4.1.3 Data 

 
All countries used labour-force survey data for their respective countries to conduct 

quantitative analysis (see details in Table 4). Kenya and Senegal were able to construct decent 

work indices, using detailed micro-level cross-sectional data available. The Philippines, Peru and 

Brazil use pooled cross-sectional data, while Sri Lanka uses cross-sectional data.  

 
Table 5. Quantitative Data Sources 

 
 Data Sample  Sample size 
The Philippines Labour-force survey by the 

Philippines Statistical Authority 
(2017, 2019, 2020, and three 
quarters of 2021) 

15–64-year-
old women 

2,946,752 

Sri Lanka Labour-force survey (LFS) by 
the Department of Census 
and Statistics of Sri Lanka 
(2018) 

women 15 
and above 

26,247 

Brazil National Household Sample 
Survey-Brazil (Pesquisa 
Nacional por Amostra de 
Domicílios Contínua (2016-
2021) 

18-65-year-
old women 

1,915,360 

Peru National Household Survey-
Peru (Encuesta Nacional de 
Hogares (2010-2020)- Only 
one cross-section data for the 
model! 

17-65-year-
old women 

36,828 

Kenya Kenya Integrated Household 
Budget Survey (2015-2016) 

15-64  14,610 women and 
14,539 men 

Senegal Enquête Nationale sur 
l’Emploi au Senegal (2015). 
National Bureau of Statistics 

15 and over 14,103 men and 
16,523 women 

Source: Country studies. 

 

4.2 Qualitative Data and Methodology: Country-Level Studies 

 
Our qualitative analysis included a review of country-level literature, and the collection of 

primary data based on key-informant interviews, surveys and focus group discussions. The 
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selection of key informants included representatives from non-governmental organizations, 

donors, employers, employees, government officials, and workers to obtain a variety of 

perspectives. These interviews tapped into their local knowledge using semi-structured 

interviews along the different dimensions specified in Table 6 Box 1. In addition, Brazil and the 

Philippines conducted online surveys of formal-sector workers. Each country study was analysed 

using the thematic framework given in Box 1.  

 
Table 6. A Framework for Analysing Legal, and Social Barriers to Women’s Access to Decent 

Work 

 
Dimensions Areas to cover 
Legal • Does the legislation treat men and women equally? 

• Does it acknowledge the causes of gender-based inequalities and 
work to transform gender roles, norms, and relations? 

Social 
infrastructure 
to facilitate 
work-life 
balance 

• Is there quality and affordable childcare available throughout the 
country? 

• Is there access to safe and affordable public transportation? 

Social norms -
outside 
workplaces 

• What knowledge, perceptions and norms exist among different gender 
groups?  

• How do these influence women’s access to decent work? 
Social norms-
within 
workplaces 

• Do working hours allow for work-life balance? 
• satisfaction with the workplace, challenges faced when working? 
• Are men and women treated differently in the workplace?  
• Are men and women treated differently at recruitment? Reasons? 

Source: Authors’ compilation. 

 
4.3 Cross-country Study 

 
We conducted a cross-country study in addition to the research listed above. The study’s 

major goal was to determine how a country’s social policies and legal frameworks affected 

women’s access to quality employment. This question was difficult to investigate quantitatively 

in country level studies because these parameters are often uniform for all women within a 

country. This lack of variation doesn’t allow us to assess how legal and social restrictions affect 

women’s access to quality employment. The cross-country study’s key contribution is to analyse 
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how national-level policies and legislation influence women’s access to decent work. We used a 

unique database constructed using country-level data from open data portals of the International 

Labour Organization, the World Bank, and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization Institute for Statistics. This included data for 208 countries over six years (from 2015 

to 2020). We used a fixed effect model to assess women’s access to quality employment, where 

quality employment was measured by non-vulnerable employment. The analysis was done 

separately for country groups with different income levels.  

 
4.4 Challenges 

 
Determining and assessing what constitutes quality employment was one the primary 

challenges for us as researchers. We made a first effort to evaluate women’s access to decent 

work. Nevertheless, because there are few indicators that characterize good employment, as it 

is described by the International Labour Organization (2008), we overcame the problem by 

limiting our research to the four primary quality-of-work factors that Hovhannisyan et al. (2022) 

identified. The second challenge we faced was related to the need to adequately represent the 

diverse nature of barriers faced by women both when accessing employment and when at the 

workplace. We included the qualitative analysis mainly to address this gap.  

 
5. Results 

 
5.1 Prevalence of Quality Employment  

 
As Figure 3 shows, significant disparities exist in the prevalence of quality employment 

for women among countries with varying income levels. Examining the Employment-to-

Population Ratio illustration (Panel B) reveals that the relationship between a country’s degree of 

development and its Employment-to-Population Ratio is not distinct because the position of the 

density curve is not consistently related to the country’s level of development. Instead, a distinct 
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relationship exists between the Non-Vulnerable-Employment-Rate (Panel A) and the country’s 

level of development. It has been observed that the mode of the curve shifts to the right as the 

income level of a country group increases, suggesting more countries with higher average Non-

Vulnerable-Employment Rate. However, the modes of the Employment-to-Population Ratio 

curves overlap, except for the low-income country group, where the mode is shifted to the left 

to indicate a greater number of countries with high levels of Employment-to-Population 

Ratioemployment-to-population ratios.  

 
Figure 3: Distribution of Non-Vulnerable Employment Rate and Women’s Employment-to-
Population Rate, by Country Groups 
 

  
 
Figure 4: Relationship among Women’s Labour-Force Participation Rates, by Driver 
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Figure 5: Relationship among Women’s Non-Vulnerable Employment Rates, by Driver 
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from research conducted across all the countries in our study, underscoring the substantial and 

favourable impact of education on women’s access to quality employment. Furthermore, our 

findings show that education has a greater impact on obtaining quality employment than any 

other sort of employment.  

 The individual country studies go deeper into examining the prevalence of quality 

employment using different measures of quality employment. As shown in Table 6, in all 

countries, less than half of those in the labour force were in quality employment. In almost every 

country, more men than women are in quality employment; in Brazil, however, more women than 

men have access to quality jobs. Furthermore, as the stringency of the quality metric increases, 

quality-employment-participation rates decrease. In Kenya, Senegal, and Sri Lanka, women’s 

access to decent work was particularly low, with values sharply decreasing with the inclusion of 

additional dimensions of quality employment. For example, in Sri Lanka, 14.6% of working-age 

women were in full-time formal work,10 but only 7.6% of women were in full-time formal work, 

which provided at least the minimum wages while respecting legally stipulated maximum work 

hours.11 

 
Table 7. Prevalence of Quality Employment  

 
 Measure of quality of work Quality employment 

participation rate2 
Employment to pop-
rate3 

  Women Men Women Men 
Brazil3 Quality work (formal contract, 

minimum wage) 
49.0 47.0 75.3 67.8 

Quality work (formal contract, 
minimum wage, legal work 
hours) 

41.0 34.0 

Peru Quality work (formal contract, 
minimum wage, legal work 
hours) 

15.7 24.3 63.2 78.5 

Quality work (minimum wage, 
legal work hours)  
 (Non-precarious workers) 

39.7 60.8 

Sri Lanka  Quality work (formal contract) 14.6 23.9 35.2 77.1 

 
10 In Sri Lanka, formal work is defined as employment in a firm that is registered, has formal accounts, or has ten or more employees. 

11 The statistics for men were slightly better. For example, 14.9% of working-age men were in full-time formal employment, and 8.3% of these received at least minimum wages and worked a 

legally stipulated maximum of hours.  
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Quality work (formal contract, 
minimum wage) 

13.5 23.2 

Quality work (formal contract, 
minimum wage, legal work 
hours) 

7.6 8.3 

The 
Philippines 

Quality work (formal contract, 
minimum wage, legal work 
hours) 

10.45 13.54 47.04 72.46 

Quality work (formal contract, 
minimum wage) 

16.63 23.10 

Kenya Decent work (job provides at 
least one decent work 
attribute) 

30.76 29.18 64.98 73.01 

Decent work (job provides 
two decent work attributes) 

3.79 6.22 

Decent work (job provides all 
decent work attributes) 

1.03 1.79 

Senegal3 Decent work indicator (=1 for 
median minus one standard 
deviation for decent-work-
index) 

46.9 78.4 33.3 56.5 

Decent work time indicator 10.0 16.3 
Work stability indicator 19.8 29.2 
Social security contributions 4.5 6.8 

Note: 1. This indicator is user-defined. 2. Quality-employment-participation rate is the quality-Employment-to-
Population Ratio. 3. Values on employment-to-population ratio are from International Labour Organization 
Department of Statistics data (2024). Sources: Country studies. 

 

5.2 Legal, Social and Infrastructural Barriers to Accessing Quality 
Employment 

 

5.2.1 Legislative Access to Quality Employment 

 
The inability of laws to treat men and women equally is a hindrance to women’s access to 

decent work. For instance, there is no law banning gender discrimination in the workplace in 

some countries, such as Senegal. Mining is prohibited for women in Senegal because it is 

considered too hazardous. Paternalistic laws in Sri Lanka necessitate extra safety measures for 

firms that hire women employees. Women are only permitted to work a certain number of hours 

at night (that is, after regular business hours). Additionally, the company is required to designate 
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a women warden if women work during the night. Employers find it more expensive to hire 

women when subject to such rules, which lowers the demand for women. Furthermore, in Sri 

Lanka, the law upholds and perpetuates social norms that view women as caregivers. For 

instance, in Sri Lanka, women who quit their jobs after getting married are eligible to receive 

their retirement benefits from the Employees Provident Fund, regardless of their age. This 

encourages women to give up their jobs after getting married. Furthermore, this prevents women 

from having access to a separate retirement account when they get older. 

 Lo Bue et al. (2022) found that the gender gap in access to non-vulnerable work 

narrowed in richer countries with lower fertility rates and more gender-egalitarian laws, 

particularly those that governed marriage, parenthood, access to assets, and entrepreneurship. 

While such legislation is an important advance toward gender equality, our findings for middle-

income countries provide a more nuanced picture, implying that legislation alone does not 

always translate into enforcement of legal safeguards for women. For example, among the six 

countries, Peru stands out for its very strong gender-egalitarian laws. In addition to having a very 

high score Women, Business, and Law Database score (95) because of the existence of women-

friendly legislation, the country has also signed several international agreements that protect 

women’s labour rights such as the “Convention to Eliminate all Forms of Discrimination against 

Women,” which was ratified in 1981. Peruvian women nonetheless continue to struggle for 

access to quality employment. Some of the reasons are outlined below.  

 First, the gender-equal mandates of law were undermined by the limited 

population covered as the result of the high share of workers in the informal sector. Only around 

20% of working women are in the formal sector and hence protected by the relevant laws in 

Peru. The situation is similar in other countries where the share of formal sector workers is quite 

small.12 Women are disproportionately affected by lack of coverage of legislation because they 

tend to opt into more flexible, lower-quality employment in the informal sector. As seen in Table 

 
12 Some legislation is applicable only to formal-sector workers. Other legislation, which is applicable to formal and informal workers, is not very effective in the informal sector as the result of 

difficulties in monitoring and implementation.  
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5, other than in Brazil in all other countries the quality-employment-to-population ratio was better 

for men than for women.  

 Second, even for workers in the formal sector, the protections provided by the law 

are weakened by a lack of enforcement. For instance, research in Peru revealed that, while 

employers are legally required to provide breastfeeding centres and a rest period for expectant 

mothers, these amenities are frequently absent from workplaces because such requirements are 

not properly monitored. In the Philippines, under the 2009 Magna Carta of Women, local 

government units have a budget specifically set aside for gender-and-development projects. 

However, due to an absence of political will and a lack of ability to plan gender-and-development 

programs, this budget is frequently underutilized. The lack of adequate monitoring results in 

poor investments in gender development regarding the adherence to the statutory budget for 

gender-and-development. The qualitative interview done for the Kenya study also revealed that, 

because of insufficient financing and capacity of institutions responsible for monitoring the 

application of regulations and laws, the efficacy of legislation was reduced. Moreover, 

inadequate political will and corruption also led to poor legal compliance in Kenya and Senegal. 

Further, according to the Kenyan study, laws that are poorly drafted and fail to take into account 

practical concerns such as the cost of compliance undermine proper implementation. In Senegal, 

the justifications that firms offered for non-compliance with the legislation included a lack of 

understanding, deliberate contempt, and compliance expenses. For example, even though the 

law bans firing women during pregnancy in Senegal, many employers removed pregnant women 

because of the cost of compliance and because the rule was not well enforced. Women, on the 

other hand, had more access to quality employment in districts in Brazil in which the judicial 

system was more trusted. 

 Third, ineffectiveness could be attributable to an employee’s lack of legal 

understanding, insufficient procedures for seeking legal protection, poor design of legislation, 

or the high cost of pursuing legal action for violations. For instance, in Peru, complaints against 

sexual harassment at work may be handled by the National Superintendence of Labour 

Inspection and the provincial governments, but their capacity to do so is limited. Although sexual 
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harassment is not specifically covered by Sri Lanka’s labour regulations, it is nevertheless illegal 

in the nation’s general legislation. Sexual harassment is a criminal offense that carries a heavy 

burden of proof. Because of this, many women lack the means to pursue legal action for sexual 

harassment. The low efficacy of legislation in Kenya has also been attributed to a lack of legal 

knowledge and the high expense of litigation. On the contrary, when there is trust in the justice 

system women’s access to decent work is facilitated, as shown in the Brazil study. 

 Laws that are outdated or poorly drafted also lessen their usefulness. For example, 

the Cuna Más daycare program in Peru offers subsidized access to daycare facilities. However, 

because the operating hours of these centres are shorter than typical working hours, many 

working women believe they are of limited utility. Furthermore, Peru currently only provides 

fourteen weeks of paid maternity leave, which is far less than the benefit granted by other Latin 

American countries. 

Further, as noted in the Peruvian study, the Ministry of Labour and Employment 

Promotion’s programs aimed at providing employment services, such as labour intermediation, 

vocational orientation, certification of work competencies, and capacity-building services, are of 

limited use to women because their designs have not taken gender aspects into account.  

 Fifth, most regulations require the company to pay for their enforcement. 

Employers in Sri Lanka, Peru and Brail were liable for the costs associated with enforcing several 

labour laws. For instance, in Sri Lanka the cost of wages during maternity leave must be covered 

by the employer. This has made hiring young girls less of an incentive for firms. The lengthier 

maternity leave granted to mothers in Brazil also raised the cost of employing women, which 

decreased labour demand for women.  

 Numerous labour-market policies are created without properly understanding the 

issues by committees predominately made up of men and led by men, as the Sri Lanka study 

noted. As a result, these committees frequently fall short in offering appropriate protections. 

Qualitative research conducted in Sri Lanka, for instance, revealed that some men who served as 

judges were oblivious to the necessity of private or in-camera sessions to ensure the comfort of 
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victims of sexual harassment. The qualitative results from Brazil further demonstrate the issue of 

women’s lack of representation in legislatures and other policy-making organizations. 

 Lastly, strongly gender-sensitive institutions have a positive effect on women’s 

access to quality employment. In Peru, women in locations in which recorded incidents of 

violence as a share of women in the population were high had better access to quality 

employment. This may be result from greater empowerment among these women, or it could 

stem from better institutional capacities that facilitated better access to quality employment for 

women.  

 As demonstrated above, gender-neutral legislation, while beneficial, is not fully 

effective in many middle-income countries. These findings at the individual-country level are 

supported by the cross-country study, which reveals that gender-egalitarian legislation has little 

influence on women’s access to employment or decent work. This finding is conceivable because 

gender-equal laws are an essential yet insufficient prerequisite for creating a legal framework that 

allows women to engage in the labour market with agency, equity, and dignity. Along with the 

enactment of laws, measures should be put in place to expand legislative coverage and the 

proper implementation of laws.  
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5.2.2 Social Norms Outside the Workplace 

 
Table 8. Marriage and Children and Access to Quality Employment 

 
Method (year 

of data) 
Dependent variable Access to employment for women Access to quality employment for 

women (marginal effect) 
  Marriage1 Children/Dependents Marriage Children/Dependents 

Peru  
Heckprobit 
(2019) 

Quality work (formal 
contract, minimum 
wage, legal work hours) 

Negative  Negative for children (0-5 & 6-
11) & elderly) 

Negative Negative for children aged 
(0-5, 6-11 & 12-16) & elderly  

Heckprobit 
(2019) 

Quality work (minimum 
wage, legal work hours) 
(non-precarious 
employment) 

Negative  Negative for children (0-5 & 6-
11) & elderly 

Negative  Negative for children (0-5) & 
elderly 

Brazil 
Heckprobit 
(2016-2021) 

Quality work (formal 
contract, minimum 
wage) 

n/a n/a n/a Negative for children (0-3, 4-
11 & 12-17) Positive for 
elderly (65+)  

Quality work (formal 
contract, minimum 
wage, legal work hours) 

n/a n/a n/a Negative (0-3, 4-11 & 12-17). 
Positive for elderly (65+) 

Senegal 
Heckman two-
stage (2015) 

Decent work index   Positive  Negative 

Kenya 
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Heckman two 
stage 
(2015/2016) 

Decent work index Positive 
effect 

No effect Positive 
effect 

Negative  

Sri Lanka 
Heckprobit, 
(2018) 

Quality work (formal 
contract) 

Positive 
effect 

No effect Positive 
effect  

No effect 

Quality work (formal 
contract, minimum 
wage) 

Positive 
effect 

No effect Positive 
effect  

No effect 

Quality work (formal 
contract, minimum 
wage, legal work hours) 

Positive 
effect 

No effect Positive 
effect 

No effect 

The Philippines 

Heckprobit  (min wage permanent) 
Quality work (formal 
contract, minimum 
wage, legal work hours) 

Positive Negative for children (0-5) 
Positive for children (6-11,12-
fourteen) (marginal?) 

Positive Negative (0-5, 12-fourteen) 
(marginal?) 

Quality work (formal 
contract, minimum 
wage) 

Positive Negative for children 
 (6-11, 12-fourteen) 

Positive Negative for children 
 (6-11, 12-fourteen) 

Note: The coefficients are categorized as follows: strong effect 10% or more; moderate effect 1% or more but less than 10%; small effect less than 1%. 
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 The findings of the six-country studies show that marriage had varying effects on 

access to employment and quality employment. In Peru, having a husband or partner reduces 

labour-market participation as well as access to decent work, whereas in Sri Lanka, Senegal, 

Kenya, and the Philippines, marriage has a significant positive impact on both labour-market 

participation and access to quality employment. These findings support Klasen’s (2019) 

conclusion that the impact of marriage on female labour-force participation is complex and varies 

depending on such factors as women’s skill level, the availability of acceptable work, and age at 

marriage. (Lo Bue et al., 2022), investigating the influence of marriage on women’s access to 

non-vulnerable employment, discovered that currently married workers were more likely to be in 

vulnerable employment, a finding comparable to Peru’s about the relationship between marriage 

and access to quality employment.  

 According to quantitative studies having children significantly reduces mothers’ 

access to quality employment in all countries except Sri Lanka. This effect is dependent upon the 

age of children and the country setting (see Table 7). The divergent outcome for Sri Lanka is 

possible the result of a general absence of high-quality job possibilities. According to the Brazil 

study, social norms that place a greater childcare burden on women are a major cause of women’s 

lack of access to quality employment. Women who work select more flexible, often informal work 

arrangements to meet their caregiving duties. This also explains why, in many countries, informal 

help at home enhanced access to quality employment. These findings are comparable to Lo Bue 

et al. (2022), who found that a lower number of children lowered the risk of being in vulnerable 

employment.  

 Women’s options are constrained by the social stigma attached to particular 

occupations and working hours. In Senegal, for example, women are not expected to work in 

hotels or bars. As a result, any attempt to work in such jobs is met with censure by family and 

peers. In the same country, women are expected to work in jobs with lower workloads so that 

they can fulfil their care responsibilities. Sri Lanka’s labour legislation is paternalistic. Employers 

are required to provide specific safeguards when hiring women at night. Such restrictions either 
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directly limit women’s work opportunities or, indirectly, lower employer demand for working 

women because of higher expenses. 

 General cultural and religious practices influence traditions that restrict women’s 

activities and opportunities. Cultural and religious customs vary by country and demographic 

group. In Senegal, women are expected to prioritize marriage over work and to fulfil religious 

obligations, which may force them to be subordinate to their husbands. Some women adopt 

these standards and consider it their responsibility to prioritize household duties. According to a 

Sri Lankan study, women from an Islamic background face greater difficulty in finding quality 

employment than do women from other religions. Furthermore, women living on Sri Lankan 

plantations face limited access to quality employment because of social conventions that limit 

their mobility.  

 Existing cultural and religious traditions can help maintain traditional gender 

norms. For example, men are given more priority in religious environments in the Philippines. In 

the Philippines and Sri Lanka, gender stereotypes are taught in curricula, supporting traditions 

that oppress women. In Sri Lanka, media ads support conventional norms. However, education 

appears to reduce the effects of present social norms. Women in Sri Lanka, for example, had 

more access to quality employment in households with educated men in formal employment.  

 
5.2.3 Social Norms within the Workplace and Access to Quality Employment 

 
Gender biases in the workplace can be apparent from recruitment to dismissal, according 

to studies conducted in Peru, Kenya, and Senegal. These prejudices might emerge as unequal 

pay, harassment, exclusion from decision-making, and limited opportunities for advancement, 

according to the Peru study. On the bright side, global organizations in Brazil are implementing 

more gender-equal practices, which are subsequently imitated by local businesses that recognize 
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the value of a more balanced workforce. 13 A similar pattern can be seen in larger firms in Sri 

Lanka. 

 Women face discrimination in recruitment because it is assumed they will not be 

as committed to their jobs as men. According to the employees we interviewed, women make 

up a lesser share of managerial staff in formal firms. Furthermore, the Peruvian study discovered 

that women were questioned about their age, family responsibilities, and childcare arrangements 

during recruitment. According to the Sri Lanka study, employers prefer men for certain types of 

jobs such as those that require frequent travel and longer work hours.  

 Evidence from Peru shows that women are not paid the same wages as men in 

some jobs. This is despite laws that prohibit gender-based wage discrimination. In some 

instances, women are required to do more for the same wage. For example, a waitress in a 

restaurant explained that she is frequently asked to clean the premises at the end of the day 

because the managers believe that, as a woman, she will do a better job cleaning. The Sri Lanka 

study also found that low-skilled women were paid less than men when doing the same job. As 

shown in World Bank (2015), women earn less than men in Sri Lanka, and these differences cannot 

be explained by observable characteristics (such as level of education) or the types of jobs done 

by men and women. 

 Social standards that place larger care obligations on women impede their career 

advancement. According to a Peruvian study, pregnant women and mothers with young children 

are overlooked for promotions because they are perceived to be less engaged in their work. The 

Senegalese survey also discovered that firms are cautious about giving women positions of 

responsibility because they request more time off for family reasons. Even when firms offer 

promotions based on talents and experience, women are at a disadvantage because continuous 

schooling and professional paths typically give men more skills and experience.  

 
13 For example, L’Oreal, Johnson & Johnson, and Google implement the same gender-equity practices in Brazil as they do at their headquarters, according to the qualitative findings. This is 

partly to maintain a unified company culture across countries and protect their brand image.  
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 The lack of laws to protect women against discrimination and the lack of 

enforcement of legislation were cited as a reason for the persistence of gender biases. For 

example, there are instances when women in Senegal have been fired after having a child, even 

though this is technically unlawful. In Peru too, the limited capacity of the institutions responsible 

for enforcing the law (the National Superintendent of Labour Inspections and regional 

governments) lowers their efficacy. Similarly, women are paid less than men in some occupations 

in Peru despite legal prohibitions.  

 Workplace discrimination indirectly also influences women’s occupation choices. 

Gender bias in the workplace contributes to occupational segregation. According to the findings 

of a qualitative survey in Sri Lanka, women avoid certain sectors and vocations due to unpleasant 

working environments and circumstances. Because social acceptance of women working at night 

is limited, women are unable to seek the new employment opportunities that are emerging in 

supermarkets and hospitals (Arunatilake et al., 2020). According to the Sri Lakan study, a scarcity 

of qualified applicants causes women to be underrepresented in jobs such as production and 

manufacturing managers and engineers. Work environments and culture in these roles are 

tailored toward men rather than women, and social norms prevent women from pursuing careers 

in these occupations.  

 Women are less able to influence policies at the workplace because their 

representation in labour unions are low. The Sri Lankan study found that women were less active 

in labour unions and shunned leadership roles because of their household responsibilities. 

Women in Sri Lanka choose to work in the public sector because it offered better family benefits 

and shorter working hours.  

 Sexual harassment at work is an issue for women but they struggle to seek redress 

due to a lack of grievance resolution systems. According to the Peruvian survey, sexual 

harassment in the workplace is a prevalent issue. However, reporting harassment is difficult for 

several reasons. If the perpetrator is a superior or a close associate of the employer, women may 

be hesitant to file a complaint. Some have found a solution by abandoning their jobs. 
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  Discrimination in the workplace was not an issue in the Philippines, 

according to qualitative research. The women interviewed for the study were satisfied with their 

jobs, their capacity to express their problems, and their sense of empowerment. Persistent 

cultural and gender biases were present in the workplace, however, though they were minor. 

 
5.2.4 Social Infrastructure and Employment 

 

Childcare Facilities 

 

Each country in the study recognizes the need for affordable and high-quality childcare 

services as a means of enhancing women’s access to meaningful jobs. In every country, women 

reported that the lack of childcare facilities, a lack of confidence in the quality of available daycare 

facilities, or the high cost of childcare caused them to shift to more flexible informal work 

arrangements. Poor service quality is a key concern in Sri Lanka’s childcare sector, where research 

indicates that 18% of caregivers have not completed general education, and 43% lack specific 

skills in childcare (Warnasuriya, Sosale, & Dey, 2020). However, the challenges that women 

experience in childcare vary by social category. The Sri Lankan study found that more affluent 

women can afford higher-quality childcare than low-skilled women. Although some employers 

provide childcare facilities at work, they are not always practical. For example, travelling great 

distances via public transportation with little children is difficult. Furthermore, children of varying 

ages have unique needs. For example, school-going children require after-school care, while 

smaller children need full-time care. Employer-based childcare facilities are unable to meet all 

these criteria. In addition to childcare, the absence of social assistance for elderly care was 

identified as a barrier to women’s labour-force participation in Sri Lanka and Peru. 

 According to Arora, Braunstein, and Seguino (2023), among macro-level 

determinants, public social spending as a percentage of GDP has the strongest link with women’s 

access to quality employment. The findings of our study validate this. It is also important not to 

spend money alone but also to spend it wisely.  
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 Limited availability of funds also affected the quality of the care provided as well 

as the coverage of public daycare facilities. In Peru, only communities that had suitable locations 

and trained staff were eligible for the programme. Nonetheless, not all locations could benefit 

from childcare because program financing only allowed for a limited number of daycare facilities. 

In addition, participants had to meet stringent eligibility requirements, such as being extremely 

poor, which limited the program’s accessibility, and it was offered only to children under the age 

of three. Filipino law requires the creation of daycare centres in local government entities. 

However, the quality of care provided by centres was limited because of staff shortages and a 

lack of funding. Low wages for care workers made it difficult to attract quality caretakers. Despite 

this, poor households that lacked other options used these facilities. In Peru, some moms were 

also suspicious of the quality of state daycare services. According to the Brazil study, increased 

childcare provision in the community improved women’s access to quality work. 

 Furthermore, the design of the daycare services affected their utilization. Short 

operating hours for daycare services’ short limit women’s access to quality employment. In Brazil, 

Peru, and the Philippines, public daycare facilities, while available, have unsuitable operating 

hours, prompting women to choose self-employment for greater flexibility. In the Philippines, the 

poor quality of childcare offered by these organizations contributed to low daycare utilization.  

 In several of the countries, women with informal caregivers had greater access to 

employment and higher-quality employment. This emphasizes the potential impact of affordable 

daycare services in increasing women’s career prospects. According to a quantitative study 

conducted in Brazil, women had better access to quality employment in districts with increased 

daycare availability (i.e., the number of children enrolled in childcare per woman). 

 

 Transportation 

 

Better transportation was recognized as a means of facilitating access to quality 

employment by some studies.  
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 In the Philippines, a shortage of convenient and timely public transportation 

prompted people to exit the labour force, though both men and women were affected. Although 

inconvenient public transportation was identified as a barrier to employment in Peru, the 

interviewees paid little attention to this. 

 In Sri Lanka, Brazil and Senegal, sexual harassment on public means of 

transportation was mentioned as a barrier to use. Women are hesitant to report offences because 

some assume they are responsible for attracting attention through their attire or behaviour. 

Identifying culprits and taking corrective action is challenging in congested transportation 

systems. Long travel times were a hindrance for balancing home responsibilities with work 

responsibilities. These consequences are greater for women because longer commutes reduce 

the time they have for their other responsibilities.  

 Our studies in Sri Lanka and Brazil, as well as the qualitative studies of Peru, 

Senegal, and Kenya suggest that government investment in nighttime and rural public 

transportation could improve women’s access to quality employment.  

 

Security 

 

Women in Senegal expressed concern about a lack of protection on their way to the bus 

stop when seeking employment, where women reported being assaulted and robbed. In Brazil, 

better street illumination increased women’s access to quality jobs. Women in Sri Lanka have also 

expressed concern about a lack of streetlights and walkways. 

 
6. Conclusions  

 
This study provides critical insights into the multifaceted barriers that women face in 

gaining access to quality employment across diverse socioeconomic contexts. By conducting in-

depth case studies in six countries and a comprehensive cross-country analysis involving data 
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from 208 countries over six years, this research highlights the significant influence of legal 

frameworks, social norms, and infrastructural barriers on women’s ability to secure quality work. 

The findings underscore that while the labour-force participation of women has increased in some 

regions, this does not necessarily translate into access to high-quality employment. Gender-

based occupational segregation, pervasive social norms, and inadequate legal enforcement 

continue to limit women’s opportunities in the labour market. 

 A key strength of this study lies in its comprehensive methodological approach, 

which combines both quantitative and qualitative analyses. The use of mixed methods—

including statistical models like the Heckprobit model, qualitative data gathered through 

interviews and focus groups, and a fixed effect model in the cross-country study—enabled a 

nuanced understanding of how these barriers manifest across regions and countries. The cross-

country analysis, using a unique database constructed from open data portals of the International 

Labour Organization, the World Bank, and UNESCO, allowed for a broad perspective on global 

trends. This analysis revealed that, even in countries with strong economic growth, women’s 

access to quality employment remains uneven and often inadequate, particularly in lower-income 

countries. 

 The main findings imply that one of the primary causes of women’s (and men’s) 

limited access to quality employment is a general dearth of high-quality jobs. Moreover, these 

figures vary greatly across countries. Countries also differ in terms of gender disparities in access 

to quality employment. Another significant contribution of this study is the empirical evidence it 

provides, demonstrating that context-specific barriers—such as restrictive social norms and 

insufficient legal protections—are major determinants of employment quality for women. The 

findings demonstrate the many ways in which these restrictions affect both the demand for and 

supply of women’s labour. Social norms limit women’s access to high-quality jobs by limiting their 

mobility and availability for work, limiting the types of jobs they can choose from, bias against 

them in compensation and career advancement, and offering little protection against harassment 

and discrimination at work.  
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 Factors that contribute to the inadequacy of legal protection include loopholes, 

gender biases, poor legislative implementation, and the underutilization of legal protection 

because of expense or ignorance. The cross-country study’s analysis of national-level policies and 

legislation further elucidates how these frameworks influence women’s access to quality work. By 

using data across 208 countries, we have highlighted global patterns and differences in the ways 

in which legal and social policies affect women’s employment quality, offering valuable insights 

into the effectiveness of these policies across different income levels. The findings reveal that, 

even in countries with gender-egalitarian laws, their effectiveness is often compromised by poor 

enforcement, limited coverage, and a lack of supportive social infrastructure. 

 The study also offers a significant theoretical challenge to the assumption that 

economic growth and educational attainment alone can bridge the gender gap in labour 

markets. The findings suggest that without addressing the deep-rooted social and cultural norms 

that dictate gender roles, improvements in women’s education and workforce participation may 

not lead to equitable labour-market outcomes. This calls for a more nuanced understanding of 

the factors influencing women’s employment and the need for integrated policy approaches that 

consider legal, social, and economic dimensions. In terms of policy implications, the research 

advocates for a multi-pronged strategy to enhance women’s access to quality employment, 

including strengthening legal frameworks to ensure equal treatment in the workplace, availability 

of affordable childcare and other supportive social services, and targeted initiatives to shift 

discriminatory social norms. The study emphasizes that policy interventions must be context-

specific, considering the unique challenges faced by women in different regions and sectors. The 

cross-country analysis further highlights the ways in which global policy initiatives should be 

tailored to address the specific needs of each country. A one-size-fits-all approach is unlikely to 

be effective. 

  In conclusion, while progress has been made in increasing women’s 

participation in the labour force, significant challenges remain. Our findings highlight the need 

for sustained efforts to address the structural barriers that women face and for the development 

of policies that are not only gender-sensitive but also contextually relevant and effectively 
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implemented. The comprehensive dataset and rigorous methods used in this study, including 

the cross-country analysis, lay the groundwork for future investigations to create more equitable 

labour markets worldwide. Future research should continue to explore these issues, particularly 

in under-studied regions, to further inform the global dialogue on gender equality and economic 

development. 

 Finally, the findings demonstrate that social and physical infrastructure that helps 

to save time in general, including childcare facilities, can improve women’s access to employment 

and quality employment. However, it is critical to consider not only the quantity of infrastructure 

improvements but also the right design of infrastructure to meet the needs of the beneficiaries. 

Although many countries make public investments in social infrastructure such as childcare, the 

amounts are limited, diminishing its efficacy. Further, poor design of childcare facilities makes 

them impractical for expanding access to quality jobs.  

 This study addresses a critical gap in the understanding of women’s access to 

quality employment in diverse socioeconomic contexts. While research has extensively explored 

women’s labour-force participation, the lack of comprehensive analyses that consider the 

complex interplay of legal, social, and cultural barriers that affect the quality of jobs available to 

women is significant. Our mixed-method approach, which combined quantitative labour market 

data with qualitative insights from local contexts, allows for a nuanced understanding of how 

these barriers manifest differently across regions. This research is particularly timely given 

ongoing global efforts to promote gender equality in the workplace. 
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