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G20 Background Paper: Women’s Economic Empowerment 

As the recent United Nations High Level Panel on Women’s Economic Empowerment underscores, 

investing in women will provide the greatest return for development, supporting greater individual and 

collective wellbeing, delaying the age at marriage, fostering choice in employment, increasing incomes, 

and reducing poverty. This is especially true in countries where youth make up a high proportion of the 

population and are increasingly entering their most productive years in economic terms – in many of these 

countries, the demographic changes over the past two decades have resulted in population structures 

where the proportion of working age adults (typically considered to be aged 15-64) will soon be much 

larger than the proportion of the population who are elderly or very young (often considered to be 

‘economic dependents’). If appropriate investments are made in the human capital of youth in these 

countries, these demographic changes can result in very significant increases in economic growth, often 

referred to as a ‘demographic dividend.’ This is a ‘one-time’ opportunity for these countries to accelerate 

economic growth, as it is dependent on demographic shifts that are not easily duplicated or repeated. 

However, this is very dependent on both whether these investments are made and how equitable these are 

– if girls and young women are systematically denied opportunities, the numerical advantages brought 

about by demographic changes are effectively cut in half, demonstrating again the importance of gender 

equity not only to girls and women themselves, but to all members of society.  

Building on this agenda for transformative action to promote substantive and sustained gender equality, 

we urgently propose the investments outlined in this paper be prioritized by G20 countries. We are 

encouraged by the fact that G20 countries under the German Presidency have committed to reducing the 

male and female employment gap by 25 percent by 2025, as well as increasing the quality of women’s 

employment.  

The following actions are strategies G20 countries can take to achieve these commitments, both in their 

own economies and through their development assistance and diplomacy. This will also enable the 

upholding of commitments under the Sustainable Development Goals and the New Urban Agenda, both 

at home and abroad: 

1. Build the Talent “Pipeline”: Invest in girls’ education 
Investments in education are powerful vehicles for encouraging growth and improving well-being and are 

crucial to the realization and maximization of the demographic dividend.1 Girls and young women who 

are well educated will be more likely to be employed, earn more over their lifetimes, marry later, have 

fewer children, have greater decision-making power in their households and relationships, and have 

healthier and better educated children.2 In economic terms, their productivity will be much higher, which, 

in combination with the larger relative numbers of women of working age in some populations, will 

provide a significant ‘boost’ to the economies that they are a part of. 

Country commitments to women’s economic empowerment are seemingly strong, but implementation is 

weak. To close gender gaps in education, G20 countries should use financial incentives to keep girls in 
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school, such as conditional cash transfers and scholarships. These can delay age at marriage3 and 

contribute to more equal opportunities for girls in higher education and in the labor market. G20 countries 

should also invest in Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) programming to increase 

transition into the employment market, and work with the private sector to focus on marginalized groups. 

Despite significant investments in closing gender gaps in education, and increasing primary enrollment 

and completion rates for both boys and girls, secondary enrollment and completion rates for girls remain 

unacceptably and unsustainably less than boys in some regions of the world – most pronounced in sub-

Saharan Africa and South Asia, where girls are more likely to not be in school. Women and girls also tend 

to have less access to TVET opportunities, regardless of their potential to equip them with skills required 

for employment. 

2. Dismantle Barriers to Employment: Invest in care services and infrastructure 
Women and girls face several barriers or obstacles to employment beyond those encountered by all 

individuals, including the challenges they face in terms of balancing care and paid employment, access to 

technology and basic infrastructure, and gender bias in employment (both in terms of access and while 

employed). In addition to imposing significant costs on women as individuals, these barriers have 

significant impacts on economic growth and production at the national level through reducing 

productivity across the total population. This is a particularly important issue for those countries poised to 

take advantage of the demographic dividend, as it reduces the impact of the numerical increases in 

working ages through effectively excluding large proportions of women, who make up roughly half of all 

potential income earners. As a result, countries that fail to fully engage women in employment are in 

effect missing out on much of the unique opportunities for economic growth created by the demographic 

dividend. 

Worldwide, the responsibility for unpaid care work falls disproportionately on women and girls. This 

contributes to their time poverty, leaving less time for education, necessary leisure, self-care, political 

participation, paid work, and other economic activities. This is especially common in those countries or 

areas where infrastructure is poor and publicly provided services are limited or absent. The burden of care 

is particularly acute in rural settings, in contexts with growing numbers of single-parent households 

headed by women, and in ageing societies. 

Reconciling for unpaid care work leads to low pay, more insecure, part-time, informal, and home-based 

work. Investing in care services will increase women´s labor market participation, generate employment, 

stimulate tax revenue generation, increase fiscal space, and as a result sustainably reduce poverty and 

inequality. Recent research on investing in care services has demonstrated that it can generate more 

employment than equivalent investments in infrastructure and construction.4  

Implementing target 5.4 of the SDGs5 is essential for making care services available in developed and 

developing countries. Investing in infrastructure such as piped and potable water, irrigation pumps, clean 
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energy, and safe and affordable transport can reduce drudgery and time poverty particularly for women.6 

This infrastructure also often serves as the backbone for the small or home-based businesses that employ 

many women, making them particularly important for this group. Additionally, investing in violence 

prevention and mitigation not only accelerates economic development, but also reduces costs of violence 

in the workplace7 and assuages women’s fears and insecurity about seeking employment or staying in the 

workforce. 

3. Recognize and Support the Role of Migrant Care Workers 
The G20 countries constitute 12 of the top 20 countries that import immigrant women into developed 

economies for care work, often in informal settings and without full access to social protection and labor 

rights.8 The consistent application of SDG goals 5 and 8, and their link to existing labor rights norms and 

conventions, will simultaneously address care deficits in home and host countries as well as protect the 

rights of care workers in labor importing countries.  

Signing ILO Convention 189, which seeks to ensure decent work for domestic workers, will provide a 

framework for formalizing domestic work. Guaranteeing the effective implementation of Convention 189 

in G20 countries9 as well as through their development assistance will improve the terms and conditions 

of care work and the quality of care in home and host countries. Furthermore, supporting the ILO Fair 

Recruitment Initiative will ensure greater transparency and accountability in international recruitment of 

migrant workers.10 

The failure to recognize and value [migrant] care work is at the root of a “care deficit” and a global “care 

crisis.”11 Increasingly, immigrant women are essentially “imported” into host economies for care work –  

often in informal settings – and are frequently engaged by private households. This is often without full 

access to social protection and labor rights. These issues are particularly important as the number of 

global migrants increases from countries with large youth populations where economic opportunities are 

limited. In these contexts, where the benefits of the demographic dividend are not being realized at a local 

level, migration may play an important role in how much countries benefit from the demographic changes 

they have experienced.  
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