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Foreword

One of the foremost development priorities of our century is ensuring gender equality. Empowering 
every citizen to contribute all of her or his talents to achieving today’s overarching economic goals 
—boosting productivity, competitiveness, and sustainable growth—is essential to fulfilling the World 
Bank Group’s mission: ending extreme poverty by 2030 and promoting shared prosperity in every 
developing country.

The ideal of equality before the law and equality of economic opportunity is not just wise social policy: It’s smart 
economic policy. When women and men participate in economic life on an equal footing, they can contribute their 
energies to building a more cohesive society and a more resilient economy. The surest way to help enrich the lives 
of families, communities, and economies is to allow every individual to live up to his or her fullest creative potential.

In this latest edition of Women, Business and the Law, the World Bank Group underscores our commitment to carefully 
analyzing evidence and building knowledge about priorities that deserve the sustained attention of lawmakers and 
policymakers. Using objective criteria to gather data from 143 economies worldwide, this report establishes a detailed 
fact base on the many ways in which the law has been used to establish differences on the basis of gender, generally to 
the detriment of women. As this year’s data show, many societies have made progress, gradually moving to dismantle 
ingrained forms of discrimination against women. Yet, a great deal remains to be done.

This year’s report analyzes trends across six indicators: Accessing institutions, Using property, Getting a job, Providing 
incentives to work, Building credit, and Going to court. It also adds a new pilot indicator on Protecting women from 
violence. Like previous editions, this year’s report examines laws, regulations, and institutions that treat women differ-
ently. That can be found in ways that make it more difficult for them to earn an income, make decisions about property 
or start a business—and ultimately deny them opportunities for economic advancement and personal growth. In turn, 
those roadblocks impede social mobility, undermine competitiveness, and restrain economic growth.

The latest data help clarify the magnitude of the challenge society still faces in our quest to ensure equality. By inform-
ing the policy dialogue about the current state of gender inequality, this report aims to promote steps that can help 
countries create conditions for building a stronger economy: establishing a pro-growth business environment and 
adopting inclusive social policies.

Ensuring that half the world’s population has the opportunity to lead more productive, more fulfilling lives will help 
promote shared prosperity across the world. By strengthening productivity, we can accelerate job creation and provide 
more people with pathways out of poverty, thus advancing the entire global development agenda. I hope you’ll join me 
in welcoming this latest edition of Women, Business and the Law, which highlights the progress that is already being 
made, and the challenges that we must still confront, as we promote equal opportunity for all.

								        Dr. Jim Yong Kim
								        President 
								        The World Bank Group
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About Women, Business and the Law
Though legal gender parity has improved around the world, major differences remain. Many laws, 
regulations and policies on entrepreneurship and employment continue to prevent women from 
improving their own and their families’ well-being by working or running a business. 

Datasets such as the World Bank Group’s Enterprise Surveys 
and Doing Business have led the way in providing informa-
tion on the challenges that all firms and entrepreneurs face 
in starting and expanding their businesses and creating 
jobs.1 But women entrepreneurs and workers often face ad-
ditional constraints in starting businesses and navigating the 
workforce. 

How can governments improve regulations to benefit women 
entrepreneurs and workers? Answering this question requires 
understanding many factors, from access to education and 
healthcare to social and cultural norms. One important fac-
tor is how laws, regulations and institutions differentiate 
between women and men, affecting women’s incentives or 
capacity to set up and run a business or to work. Women, 
Business and the Law 2014 is the third in a series. It provides 
data on legal and regulatory barriers to women’s entrepre-
neurship and employment in 143 economies. 

What does this report cover?
Gender differences in the law are only one of many factors 
that affect women’s economic opportunities—but they are 
an important factor that governments can directly influence. 
Women, Business and the Law 2014 provides seven indica-
tors of gender differences in formal laws and institutions:

•• Accessing institutions explores women’s legal ability 
to interact with public authorities and the private sec-
tor in the same ways as men. This indicator provides 
disaggregated information on 11 categories of legal 
ability, highlighting differences between married and 
unmarried women. This edition expands the data cover-
age to examine gender differences in getting national 
identity cards. Information has also been added on the 
use of quotas to increase women’s representation on 
corporate boards and in national parliaments and local 
governments. 

•• Using property analyzes women’s ability to own, man-
age, control and inherit property. This edition expands 
the data coverage to include women’s ownership rights 
in the marital home and whether legislation accounts 
for nonmonetary contributions such as unpaid care for 
children or the elderly. 

•• Getting a job assesses restrictions on women’s work, 
such as prohibitions on working at night or in certain in-
dustries. This indicator also covers laws on work-related 
maternity, paternity and parental benefits and on retire-
ment ages. This edition examines data on industry re-
strictions in greater detail to provide more nuanced in-
formation on where women face more onerous barriers. 

•• Providing incentives to work examines personal in-
come tax liabilities, taking into account tax credits and 
deductions available to women relative to men. This 
indicator covers taxation as well as public services such 
as childcare and education. 

•• Building credit identifies minimum loans tracked by 
private credit bureaus and public credit registries and 
assesses bureaus and registries that collect information 
from microfinance institutions. This edition expands 
the data coverage to examine economies where credit 
registries and bureaus collect information from retailers 
and utilities. 

•• Going to court examines access to small claims courts 
and data on whether women’s testimony in court is 
given the same evidentiary weight as that of men. This 
edition includes additional data on the number of wom-
en justices—including chief justices—in supreme courts.

•• Protecting women from violence examines laws on do-
mestic violence against women and the existence and 
scope of laws on sexual harassment. 

The first three indicators capture legislation with direct gen-
der dimensions and are based on a reading of laws from the 
perspective of women. These indicators also examine areas 
of laws with indirect gender dimensions. For example, laws 
may have gender-neutral text but can affect women more 
in practice. 

The Providing incentives to work indicator examines explicit 
gender differences in tax laws as well as the existence of 
public services, such as childcare, that are not gender dif-
ferentiated but are more likely to favor women.

The Building credit and Going to court indicators examine 
ease of access to credit bureaus and courts to assess the 
indirect effects that credit reporting and dispute resolution 
mechanisms have on women, who are more likely to rely on 
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nontraditional financial services.2 Each indicator was con-
structed based on data availability, economic relevance and 
variation in regulation across economies. 

The Protecting women from violence indicator is being pi-
loted in this report. Data have been collected for 100 econo-
mies on the laws, regulations and institutions that deal with 
domestic violence against women and sexual harassment. 
This pilot indicator represents a partial effort in both the 
number of economies covered and the scope of the data col-
lected. For example, when using the data it is important to 
look beyond criminalization to also consider laws authorizing 
and funding prevention programs and services for survivors 
of violence. This indicator is a first step toward quantifying 
the global legislative framework on domestic violence and 
sexual harassment and offers comparable baseline data. This 
report includes a separate section highlighting findings from 
this pilot indicator (box 1.1).

Laws on domestic violence and sexual harassment are 
further explored in a case study on South Asia. A second 
case study focuses on marital property regimes in Chile and 
examines the evolution of women’s legal capacity and prop-
erty rights in Latin America. A third case study looks at the 
implementation of constitutional reforms benefiting women 
in Kenya. Kenya was the top reformer in the previous edition 
of Women, Business and the Law. 

The 50 Years of Women’s Legal Rights database (available 
on the Women, Business and the Law website at http://wbl 
.worldbank.org) indicates how 100 economies have reformed 
in the Accessing institutions and Using property indicators 
over the past 50 years. The database makes it possible to 
examine how some economies have improved women’s eco-
nomic opportunities and why others have lagged behind. 

The Women, Business and the Law indicators add to a num-
ber of sets of global gender indicators including: 

•• The Women’s Economic Opportunity Index, published 
by the Economist Intelligence Unit, examines 26 indica-
tors for 128 economies to understand regulations and 
practices affecting women entrepreneurs and workers. 
These indicators include both policy variables, such as 
measures of the regulatory environment, and outcome 
variables, such as measures of educational attainment. 
The index presents a mix of objective and expert-based 
indicators. 

•• The Global Gender Gap Index, published by the World 
Economic Forum, examines gender inequalities in 135 
economies using criteria based on economics, politics, 
education and health. This index uses mainly quantita-
tive outcome variables such as the ratio of female to 
male labor force participation.

•• The Social Institutions and Gender Index provides a 
composite measure of gender equality for 86 economies 
based on the Gender, Institutions and Development 
Database produced by the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD). This index in-
cludes 12 indicators on social institutions based on ex-
pert assessments of what happens in practice beyond 
the legal framework. The indicators focus on policy and 
input variables, such as inheritance regulation, and out-
come variables, such as access to credit.

•• The United Nations Gender Inequality Index provides 
a composite measure of gender disparity for 148 
economies. This index includes five indicators across 
three areas: reproductive health, empowerment (as 
measured by educational attainment and parliamentary 

A life free of violence is a basic human right. There are also substantial economic benefits to preventing violence. 

The 1994 U.S. Violence Against Women Act provided $1.6 billion for programs over five years. A cost-benefit analysis of the act estimates that 
over that period it saved $16.4 billion in averted costs of property losses, healthcare, police and victim services, lost productivity, reduced quality of 
life and premature deaths. The act’s net benefits are estimated at $14.8 billion. 

In 2003 Colombia’s government spent $73.7 million in direct costs to prevent, detect and offer services to survivors of domestic violence, an 
amount equal to 0.6% of the national budget. The same year, the indirect costs of domestic violence—including forgone income for victims and 
government revenue not received due to higher unemployment—were estimated at about 4% of GDP.

Around the world violence against women—including domestic violence and sexual harassment—affect the lives of millions. But the global cost of 
violence against women remains unknown. Conservative estimates include costs of healthcare and lost wages for victims, decreased productivity 
for businesses, government first responder services and access to justice. Better protecting women from violence is essential for them to enjoy 
rights and allows them to take advantage of economic opportunities. 

Source: Violence Against Women Act, Pub. L. No. 103-322, tit. IV, 108 Stat. 1902 (1994); Clark and others 2002; Sánchez and others 2004.

BOX 1.1      Violence against women




