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What’s the Issue?  

Investing in women’s economic empowerment sets a direct 

path towards gender equality, poverty eradication and 

inclusive economic growth. Women make enormous 

contributions to economies, whether in businesses, on 

farms, as entrepreneurs or employees, or by doing unpaid 

care work at home. But they also remain disproportionately 

affected by poverty, discrimination and exploitation. Gender 

discrimination means that women often end up in insecure, 

low-wage jobs, and constitute a small minority of those in 

senior positions. It curtails access to economic assets such 

as land and loans. It limits participation in shaping economic 

and social policies. And, because women perform the bulk 

of household work, they often have little time left to pursue 

economic opportunities. 



 

https://ourworldindata.org/economic-inequality-by-

gender#access-to-top-jobs. In this link diagrams can be 

found about the economic inequality between the two sexes. 

 

 

The gender pay gap measures inequality but not necessarily 

discrimination 

The gender pay gap (or the gender wage gap) is a metric 

that tells us the difference in pay (or wages, or income) 

between women and men. It's a measure of inequality and 

captures a concept that is broader than the concept of equal 

pay for equal work. 

Differences in pay between men and women capture 

differences among many possible dimensions, including 

worker education, experience and occupation. When the 

gender pay gap is calculated by comparing all male workers 

to all female workers – irrespective of differences along 

these additional dimensions – the result is the 'raw' or 

'unadjusted' pay gap. On the contrary, when the gap is 

calculated after accounting for underlying differences in 

education, experience, etc., then the result is the 'adjusted' 

pay gap. The key facts below cover unadjusted measures of 

the gender pay gap.  

Discrimination in hiring practices can exist in the absence of 

pay gaps – for example, if women know they will be treated 

unfairly and hence choose not to participate in the labor 

market. Similarly, it is possible to observe large pay gaps in 
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the absences of discrimination in hiring practices – for 

example, if women get fair treatment but apply for lower-

paid jobs. 

The implication is that observing differences in pay between 

men and women is neither necessary nor sufficient to prove 

discrimination in the workplace. Both discrimination and 

inequality are important. But they are not one and the same.  

Women in rich countries tend to be overrepresented in the 

bottom of the income distribution – and underrepresented 

at the top 

Another way to look at cross-country gender inequalities in 

earnings is to focus on the share of women among low-pay 

earners. This is shown in the chart below. Here, 'low-pay' 

refers to workers earning less than two-thirds of the median 

(i.e. the middle) of the earnings distribution. 

A share above 50% implies that women are 

'overrepresented', in the sense that among those with low 

wages, there are more women than men. 

The fact that women in rich countries are overrepresented in 

the bottom of the income distribution goes together with 

the fact that working women in these countries 

are overrepresented in low-paying occupations. 

The gender pay gap is smaller in middle-income countries – 

which tend to be countries with low labor force participation 

of women 

The following scatter plot shows available ILO estimates on 

the gender pay gap (vertical axis) vs GDP per capita (on a 

https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/us-women-are-overrepresented-in-low-wage-occupations


logarithmic scale along the horizontal axis). As we can see 

there is a weak positive correlation between GDP per capita 

and the gender pay gap. However, the chart shows that the 

relationship is not really linear. Actually, middle-income 

countries tend to have the smallest pay gap. 

The fact that middle-income countries have low gender 

wage gaps is, to a large extent, the result of selection of 

women into employment. Olivetti and Petrongolo 

+(2008)3 explain it as follows: “if women who are employed 

tend to have relatively high‐wage characteristics, low female 

employment rates may become consistent with low gender 

wage gaps simply because low‐wage women would not 

feature in the observed wage distribution.” 

--------------------------------------------------- 

Differences in earnings between men and women capture 

differences across many possible dimensions, including 

education, experience and occupation. 

For example, if we consider that more educated people tend 

to have higher earnings, it is natural to expect that the 

narrowing of the pay gap across the world can be partly 

explained by the fact that women have been catching up 

with men in terms of educational attainment, in particular 

years of schooling. 
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Useful sources  

 https://ourworldindata.org/what-drives-the-gender-

pay-gap 

 https://ourworldindata.org/women-in-the-labor-

force-determinants 

 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_inc

ome_equality 

 https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/how-economic-

inequality-defined 
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