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What justifications should be used for public policies that aim to promote women’s
equality? Should these policies be grounded on claims about the intrinsic worth of women? Or
are the justifications more persuasive if they are based on claims of efficiency? Debates about
the benefits and pitfalls of efficiency have been around for many years. This has been
particularly true in the field of international development, where scrutiny of expenditures is
particularly high because of the political sensitivity of transferring money from taxpayers in one
country to citizens of other countries. Are policies promoting women’s equality a worthwhile use
of development funds? The questions are not new, but in recent years, the context has changed in
some substantive ways, and it is useful to consider some new elements.
Particularly in the arena of international development, there is increasing use of
efficiency claims to make the case for including women in the process of economic growth and
development. The FAO flagship report State of Food and Agriculture for 2010-11 claims, “If
women had the same access to productive resources as men, they could increase yields on their
farms by 20–30 percent. This could raise total agricultural output in developing countries by 2.5–
4 percent, which could in turn reduce the number of hungry people in the world by 12–17
percent.” (FAO, p. 5). Along the same lines, the World Bank’s 2012 World Development Report
begins “Gender equality is a core development objective in its own right.” But this early appeal
to an equality argument is immediately followed by an efficiency argument – which then sets the
tone for the remainder of the report: “It is also smart economics. Greater gender equality can
enhance productivity, improve development outcomes for the next generation, and make

institutions more representative” (World Bank 2011, p. xx). Moving beyond the international
development sector, The McKinsey Global Institute used an efficiency argument as the basis for
promoting gender equality in their 2012 publication, The power of parity: How advancing women’s
equality can add $12 trillion to global growth. All three of these publications are thus making claims
that increasing women’s equality will result in desirable outcomes, in terms of economic growth and
development.
A related rhetoric has been taken up by the corporate sector. The Coca Cola Foundation’s
5x20 campaign has the goal of empowering five million women by 2020. The Wal-Mart
Foundation similarly has a Global Women’s Economic Empowerment Initiative. These groups
are not necessarily talking about women’s equality, but about women’s empowerment, defined
fairly imprecisely. In 1999, Kabeer defined empowerment as “the processes by which those who
have been denied the ability to make choices acquire such an ability” (p. 437). These corporate
empowerment initiatives have a somewhat narrower agenda; they are designed to increase
women’s income and their control over income, so that they can better participate in markets.
They promote women’s market participation, but do not usually directly challenge the structural
limitations, such as discriminatory institutions and social norms, that limit women’s equality.
For the past 15-20 years, the donor community for international development has
explicitly subscribed to a rhetoric that affirms the importance of gender equality. Essentially all
the major development donors embrace the idea that aid programs should target women and
incorporate gender issues into programs and policies. These programs typically expect to
achieve good outcomes through one of two main pathways. First, incorporating women into the
programs may directly result in growth and development. Second, incorporating women into
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programs may result in increased gender equality, and as noted above, this is expected to result
in economic growth and development.
Yet, in spite of this rhetoric, gender equality is seldom identified as an explicit goal for
development programs. In part, this reflects lingering inertia -- and occasionally outright
resistance -- to targeting women. It would not be easy for development agencies to design
programs that will bring about women’s equality; this kind of social change is far more
complicated than the typical development intervention.
In practice, what often happens, especially in the area of agricultural development, is that
projects are designed and then, because the donors insist that gender be included, gender issues
are simply tacked on at the end. Proposals are thus full of phrases such as, “… and we will target
women and other marginalized groups,” or identifying project beneficiaries, noting “half of
whom will be women.” This emphasis on “women as half of the beneficiaries” is not intrinsically
bad; but is not the same as a focus on women’s equality. For a start, an equality focus would
require identifying the immediate objectives and constraints that face women – and rethinking
development projects to target these challenges. If such projects were implemented, they would
also identify the This suggests that there is still vast scope for project implementers to understand
the benefits of incorporating women into the projects. But even this does not speak to the social
and structural issues that may pose deeper obstacles to achieving gender equality.
A steadily growing body of research, however, has begun to analyze gender issues in
development with more rigorous methods and better data. This research shows that promoting
women’s equality is not always a simple win-win situation. For example, a recent set of papers
analyzing women’s agricultural productivity finds two different sets of reasons why women
farmers have lower agricultural productivity on their plots than men (Aguilar et al 2015; Yetna et

3

al 2015; de la O Campos et al 2016; Kilic et al 2015; Oseni et al 2015; Slavchevska 2015). One
reason for their low productivity is that women farmers typically have less access to essential
inputs for farming; e.g., cash or credit to purchase seeds or fertilizer. They may also lack access
to information or extension services, and they often farm poorer quality land. The research
consistently finds that increasing women’s access to these inputs would increase their
productivity. Yet these studies also find a second reason for the low productivity of women
farmers – which is that in many contexts, women farmers obtain lower returns than men to the
inputs that they do use. There are many possible explanations: women farmers face many other
constraints, such as the burdens of responsibility for household and caring activities, or their
limited access to markets. The analyses suggest a number of potential interventions that could
increase the productivity of women farmers. But the efficiency argument for targeting
agricultural development to women does not always hold. If women farmers obtain lower
returns than men from to the same inputs, providing those inputs to men might plausibly result in
higher overall agricultural productivity at least in some domains.
Another dimension that is changing is the increasing availability of sex-disaggregated
data that can be used to analyze various aspects of the efficiency claims, such as the nationally
representative surveys used to consider the gender gap in agricultural productivity. While the
goal of all countries routinely collecting sex-disaggregated data remains elusive, numerous
efforts are currently underway to improve both the quality and quantity of data. There is
increasing recognition, for example, that women’s rights over land and other assets are important
and that detailed data are needed to track the effectiveness of efforts to increase women’s claims.
Better data are needed to empirically identify the situations in which women’s equality
actually does result in efficiency gains. And better data may help us to develop programs and
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policies that promote women’s equality. Yet, we need also to be cognizant of the times when
analyses of these new detailed data may find outcomes that are not consistent with a win-win
perspective. supportive of promoting women’s equality. They may identify costs and trade-offs
that were not anticipated.
Some of these costs may simply reflect short-run adjustments. For example, agricultural
extension programs may need to be redesigned if they are to reach women farmers in effective
ways. There may be costs to this restructuring and reimagining, even if there are net benefits in
the end. But other costs may be more significant and potentially undermine any efficiency gains;
for example, some of the resources and power held by men will have to be shared in order for
women to gain equality; we cannot expect that gender equality will always leave everyone better
off. Men may have to give up land in order for women to obtain it. And there may even be
efficiency losses, as pointed out above, as achieving equality may not always be compatible with
the highest levels of productivity. It is important to understand when there are trade-offs between
equity and efficiency and when they are complementary.
When there are trade-offs, it is necessary to appeal to other reasoning for why it is
important to support women farmers. For instance, a modified instrumentalist argument might
hold that moving toward gender equality in the access to resources is an effective way to reach
poor women and to reduce poverty, improve well-being of women and their children, even if it
does not necessarily result in higher total productivity. This is still an instrumentalist approach,
but with an appeal to a different goal.
The efficiency arguments for women’s equality are powerful and have changed some of
the rhetoric regarding women, especially in the context of development. Yet, if we rely only on
these arguments, there will be times when the efficiency arguments may work against women’s

5

equality. The potential trade off between equity and efficiency suggests that, in addition to using
efficiency arguments when appropriate, it is also time to reclaim the moral arguments for
women’s equality.
Moral arguments are used – and should be used explicitly -- in the discussions about
poverty and inequality, and should be used more broadly in the discussions of gender equality.
along with the more instrumentalist claims. As a matter of justice, women should have the same
rights to land as men, and these rights should be reflected in the land laws and the marriage and
inheritance laws. Women farmers should have the same rights to other productive resources as
men; when these resources are provided by the state, they should be available to both men and
women.
Finally, it is perhaps also the time to refocus turn the focus to on structural sources of
inequality, rather than to simplistic metrics of “women as beneficiaries” from programs that have
little or no emphasis on redressing gender imbalances. Too many development projects define
their gender targets in terms of making women equal beneficiaries in the programs; it is perhaps
time to set more ambitious goals in terms of gender equality. The current approaches, as
embodied in many development projects, cannot change the structures that continue to provide
women with less voice and fewer opportunities relative to men.
The efficiency claims must be paired with strong moral claims for women’s rights and
equality. Women have the right to equality, and this remains true whether or not there are also
efficiency gains from programs that target women.
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