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Changing beliefs and behaviours
to deliver gender equality

Introduction

To bring about real change we must look outside
the workplace, and beyond laws and policies, to
address the root causes of gender inequality –
focusing on how and where discrimination and
stereotyping hold women and girls back.

G

ender inequality is a barrier to both social cohesion
and economic prosperity. Despite some progress
over the years, the marked unfairness of the gap in
status, pay and opportunity which defines relationships
between men and women, girls and boys, continues
to represent a significant fracture in our society. There
has been no real shift in power which – at home, in the
workplace and in public life – lies firmly in male hands.
Gender equality remains elusive despite the fact that
evidence shows it is good for everyone – leading to
individuals and wider society being better off, better
educated and healthier.1

At both national and corporate levels, the business case for
gender equality in the workplace, which results in improved
productivity and economic growth, is largely accepted. The
World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Report 2017,
using research from the International Labour Organisation
(ILO), estimates that closing the gender gap in economic
participation by 25% could increase global GDP by US$5.3
trillion by 2025.2
But despite this, too many questions remain
unanswered:
• In many countries, including the USA, there are more
female college graduates than male. Why are more men
being hired and promoted so that, inevitably, there
are fewer women in positions of leadership?
• 75% of CEOs state that gender diversity in the workforce
is a priority for them. Why are men still being paid more
than women in the same or very similar jobs?
• Global prosperity and collective purpose have been
increasingly under pressure in 2017. Why are we still
not developing and properly including the talents of
50% of the population?
Global efforts to tackle gender inequality have traditionally
focused on improving policies and laws, and increasing the
participation of girls and women in sectors like education,
health and employment. Despite this the Global Gender
2

Gap Report 2017 found that the disparity between men
and women had in fact widened across health, education,
politics and economics for the first time since records
began in 2006.3 Non-discriminatory laws and policies and
gender parity in specific sectors are clearly not enough.

Ignoring gender norms or social rules that have, for
generations, defined what people are allowed to be, not
only hinders progress, but can create further resistance and
backlash against girls and women pressing for change. It
is important to recognise that the discrimination operating
within society as girls and boys prepare for adult life can
diminish girls’ self-confidence and restrict their ambition
and self-belief. Most societies are still bringing up their
girls to fulfil a primarily domestic role and this training can
undermine their sense of their own capabilities. It also limits
their access to the social networks and opportunities that
might enable them to envision a different future as valued
employees and potential leaders.5
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closing the gender gap in
economic participation by 25%
could increase global GDP by
US$5.3 trillion by 2025.

TARGET ROOT CAUSES OF
DISCRIMINATION
To bring about real change we must look outside the
workplace, and beyond laws and policies, to address the
root causes of gender inequality – focusing on how and
where discrimination and stereotyping hold women and
girls back. This bias starts from birth, sometimes before,
and operates in families everywhere. It continues to operate
throughout life, to the detriment of mainly girls and women,
in their homes, schools and communities. All over the world
gender norms, which are shaped by society’s beliefs and
perceptions, define what it means to be a girl, boy, woman
or man, and set limits for what is considered appropriate
behaviour and actions.4 If not tackled, the stereotyping that
holds girls back and places often unrealistic expectations
of being tough and strong on boys, wanting to restrict us
all to a binary identity, continues down the generations.
These entrenched attitudes interact with policies, laws and
specific sector initiatives, and limit their effectiveness.

The digital economy

In this paper, in order to emphasise the importance of
tackling oppressive gender norms wherever they exist
we examine the impact of gender inequality across three
key sectors vital to the achievement of the Sustainable
Development Goals by 2030 and prominent in the Fourth
Industrial Revolution, to show not only the impact of these
harmful beliefs and stereotypes, but how far-reaching they
are across all sectors. The sectors are:
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• The digital economy
• Food security and agriculture
• Education and work
Within these areas, we show how harmful attitudes, beliefs
and behaviours hinder progress, and how challenging them
can be effective in driving gender equality – creating a more
just, and eventually, a more prosperous world.
plan-international.org
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the digital economy

D

igitisation and internet connectivity are driving the
Fourth Industrial Revolution, and gender equality
could play a pivotal role: increasing women’s use of
digital tools and participation in the digital economy
would advance their employment opportunities, and
lead to wider economic development.6 If women in
Europe held digital jobs at the same rate as men,
Europe’s annual GDP would be boosted by an estimated
€9 billion.7 However, harmful stereotypes about
women’s abilities and roles keep them from being able
to participate equally.8

Worldwide, women are much less likely to work in the
digital sector:
• Women hold 24% of jobs in the information and
communication technology (ICT) sector.9
• Under 40% of jobs in the telecommunications industry
are held by women.10
• Most jobs held by women are at junior levels: just 11% of
senior roles in the ICT sector are held by women,11 and
20% in the mobile phone sector.12
• Fewer than one in 10 senior leaders of mobile operators
in Africa are women.13
For women to succeed in education and employment,
digital literacy is crucial. Yet the gender gap in internet
use is rising: globally women are 14% less likely to own a
mobile phone, and 12% less likely to be online. In Asia, the
gender gap in mobile phone ownership is 38%; in Africa,
women are 25% less likely to use the internet than men.14
According to a study by Accenture, at current rates of
digital adoption, developed nations are unlikely to achieve
workplace gender equality until 2065, which rises to 2100
for developing nations. If governments can double the pace
at which women become technology users, gender equality
could be achieved in the workplace by 2040 in developed
nations and by 2060 in developing nations.15
Closing these gender gaps in digital literacy and the
digital economy relies on challenging deeply entrenched
ideas of what women can and should do. Technologies
are often viewed as male-only domains.16 This perception
influences the educational choices girls and young women
make. In OECD countries, only 38% and 25% of science
and engineering degrees respectively are held by women,
which restricts their access to digital careers.17 Even if they
have the qualifications, gender stereotyping, workplace
discrimination and a lack of confidence in their ability to
work in this male environment, prohibit women from both
entering and progressing in the sector.18,19
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CHALLENGING STEREOTYPES

In recent years, companies, governments and organisations
have launched a number of projects and campaigns to
encourage girls and women to take up careers in the digital
sector, primarily by challenging these harmful gender
stereotypes. Such initiatives, often targeted at adolescent
girls, include coding camps and projects, profiling female
role models and guidance on careers in the science and
technology fields. They have been shown to increase girls’
and women’s confidence, leadership skills and interest in
future jobs in these areas.20,21,22
Efforts in digital workplaces to shift away from a masculine
culture and improve gender diversity have had some
success – for example with ‘unconscious bias’ training
which seeks to challenge discrimination in recruitment.23
However, there is still some resistance. Although evidence
clearly confirms that women face barriers in maledominated industries, some men are pushing back and
believe that “the line for what counted as harassment
had become too easy to cross and that the push for
gender parity was too extreme a goal”.24 This backlash
demonstrates the necessity, and the challenges, of bringing
the entire workforce on board with the advantages of
gender equality for men, women and the wider economy.

DIGITAL
LEARNING
CENTRES
FOR GIRLS:

PLAN INTERNATIONAL
INDIA AND ERICSSON
COLLABORATE25

MOVING FORWARD

Diversity is good for business and participation in the
digital economy is still too much a male domain. A greater
awareness of the barriers faced by women, and the
influences and gender rules that are in play long before
girls choose jobs and careers, would go a long way to
improving this workplace for women and increasing their
use of technology in general. Encouraging young women to
get the right qualifications, tackling harassment, promoting
flexible hours, working from home, and scrutinising
promotion and recruitment processes for gender bias
would all help to create gender equality. It will take personal
commitment from senior management and must extend
beyond the writing of company policy into the behaviour
and atmosphere prevalent in the workplace.

If women in Europe held
digital jobs at the same rate
as men, Europe’s annual
GDP would be boosted by an
estimated €9 billion

plan-international.org

Digital Learning Centres, set up by Plan
International India in collaboration with
Ericsson, use technology to provide
quality education to 15-25-year-old
girls and young women within their
communities. Through ICT, girls learn
English, maths and science subjects in a
safe, all-female environment – as well as
components of personality development,
gender equality, reproductive sexual
health, vocational skills and career
counselling. The project also sensitises
communities to the importance of girls’
education. One participant commented:
“Since joining the centre I have become
more confident and have been able to
communicate openly with people.”
plan-international.org
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G

lobally, women produce 50% of the world’s food
but make up 60% of undernourished people.26
Individually, however, women engaged in agriculture
face social, cultural, legal and economic barriers to
maximising production, and pay a high price in terms
of their own health and rights.27 Their efficiency as food
producers is undermined by gender bias.

Women play a fundamental role in food production
worldwide and are the primary providers for their families’
nutritional needs.28 Women in sub-Saharan Africa, for
example, produce up to 80% of basic foodstuffs for
household consumption and sale.29 However, when it
comes to ownership, size and quality of land, women own
little and tend to work small, low-quality plots which affects
their efficiency as farmers and limits their output.30,31 The
UNFAO estimates that if women had equal access to
productive resources, including the amount and quality of
the land itself and the availability of credit and extension
services, they could increase the yields on their farms by
20% to 30%. This in turn could produce:
• An increase in the total agricultural output in developing
countries of between 2.5% to 4%.
• A decrease in the number of hungry people in the world
of between 12% to 17%.32
Access to land and malnutrition are directly linked. There is
an approximate 60% increase in malnourished children in
countries where women lack rights to land.33
Cultural beliefs are a critical factor in the link between
women’s rights over their land and their ability to maximise
its production.34 Even if civil law provides women with land
and inheritance rights, local custom can overrule this. A
study in six South Asian countries found that even where
formal laws are in place to protect women’s land ownership
and inheritance rights, women are still severely restricted
in these areas by customs governing family and social
relations.35 Women are also frequently denied an education,
access to technologies, freedom of movement and
support for unpaid work, all of which enhance agriculture
production.36
Women are also more likely than men to spend what money
there is on food, health and education for family members,
6
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yet they are less likely to have direct control over the family
finances.37 One study in urban Brazil found that a child
is 20 times more likely to survive if household finances
are controlled by women.38 However in many countries,
discrimination and entrenched beliefs about women’s
roles restrict them from generating or controlling income,
accessing education or working outside the home.39
Despite their central role in agricultural production,
in poorer countries women and girls often face “food
discrimination” within their homes: only eating what is left
after the men have finished, which is often not enough and
of poor nutritional quality.40

SHIFTING THE STATUS QUO

This can be countered through dialogue with family
members to challenge the status quo and highlight the
health needs of women, particularly during pregnancy.
Such interventions have brought about positive change, for
example the women, men and children of the household all
eating together which means a more equal sharing out of
food.41
It is vital to acknowledge the contribution of women and
girls as agricultural workers and contributors to family
budgets, national economic growth and the overall health of
the nation. Equipping them with the appropriate resources
in terms of fertile land, extension services, education, and
access to loans - as well as the right to own and inherit land
- would go a long way towards building the sustainable,
efficient and nutritious food systems which are a global
priority.

In Brazil,
a child is 20 times
more likely to survive
if household finances
are controlled by
women.

MOVING FORWARD
Funding and running agricultural services and educational
outreach work for women farmers would not only increase
their efficiency but would also raise their status as workers
and contributors and increase their self-confidence.
This visible investment, potentially from governments,
corporations and NGOs, would help tackle the underlying
social attitudes that view the work that women and girls do
as of little value. Changing the value placed on girls and
women will help promote gender equality across all levels
of society.
plan-international.org
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C

losing the gender gap in global employment
participation and wages could increase women’s
income globally by up to 76%.42 However, gender
discrimination means that women are more likely to be
excluded from education and decent paid work: in 2016
about 700 million fewer working age women than men
were in paid employment.43

The previous two sections of this report have analysed
some of the specific challenges for women participating in
the digital and agricultural economies; similar issues, which
are all rooted in entrenched gender bias cut across all
types of education and work.
Closing the gender gap in employment has vast economic
and social benefits. Companies with a gender-diverse
workforce are shown to outperform their competitors:
• 45% more likely to improve market share
• 53% higher returns on equity
• 70% more likely to report successfully
capturing new markets 44
However, despite some progress in recent years, in too
many countries, girls continue to be excluded from relevant,
quality education,45 and even when they do complete
school, they are significantly less likely to find paid work.
Globally, a young man is 1.9 times more likely to get a job
than a young woman, with the largest gap in the Middle
East and Northern Africa, where young men are nearly four
times more likely than their female counterparts to complete
the school-to-work transition.46
Discrimination also affects the types of jobs women do
and how much they are paid; thanks to underemployment
and gender wage discrimination, women are also more
likely to be classed as working poor.47 Even when
legislation protects equal opportunities and equal pay,
women tend to work in sectors which pay less and are
less stable.48,49,50 Agriculture remains the most important
source of employment for women in low and lower middleincome countries; in high-income countries, almost one
third of women in the labour market work in the health
and education sector.51 This “occupational segregation”
is fed by stereotypes about suitable pursuits for men and
women and those who defy these expectations work hard to
overcome barriers, discrimination and stigma.52
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At the same time, it is often assumed that domestic and
care work is the responsibility of women alone: women
do an average of 75% of the world’s total unpaid care
work, rising to 80%-90% in South Asia, the Middle East
and North Africa.53 Girls of all ages have more domestic
responsibilities than their brothers, which eats into their time
to study and limits their opportunities for future employment.
Overall, the more time women spend on unpaid domestic
responsibilities, the less time they spend on paid work. This
unequal domestic burden comes at great financial cost
to families and national economies54 and perpetuates the
stereotype of girls and women being second-class citizens.

Companies with a genderdiverse workforce are shown to
outperform their competitors
It is noteworthy that, in many countries, when people were
asked to agree or disagree with the statement, “when jobs
are scarce men should have more right to a job”, large
numbers of respondents were in agreement, ranging
from 84% in India to 12% in the UK.55 These attitudes and
beliefs are significant. They correlate directly to women’s
employment opportunities. Research undertaken by
the OECD shows that in countries where it is generally
assumed that men have more right to a job than women
there are greater gender gaps in employment rates.56

MOVING FORWARD

As more girls benefit from educational opportunities closing
the gender gap in employment becomes increasingly
imperative. We should not be allowing this investment
in their future and ours to go to waste as a result of
generations of gender bias and discrimination. This means
a cultural shift at home in terms of domestic responsibilities
and at work in terms of family-friendly policies, mentorships
and a better understanding of how gender bias operates.
It also means that men and boys must be part of the
change. In 2013 The World Economic Forum Global Gender
Gap Report stated: “It is the imperative of companies to
create workplaces where the best talent can flourish. Civil
society, educators and media also have a role to play in
empowering women and engaging men in the process.”
We are not there yet.
plan-international.org

Matching
skills for
work with
changes in
attitude

Plan International has considerable experience
developing skills and savings for young people’s economic
empowerment, with evidence demonstrating that such
activities can reshape perceptions of youth, and change
the household roles of young women. In Zambia, the Girls’
Economic Empowerment Project provided adolescent girls
with entrepreneurial skills alongside training on leadership,
rights and life skills, and gender awareness sensitisation
through dialogue with men, women and boys and through
the media. The project saw a rise in young women taking
leadership positions in their community, an increased
agreement from community members that girls should
be included in decisions about household spending, and
community-led campaigns on issues such as ending child
marriage and keeping girls in school. Girls in project groups
developed their own savings and investment mechanisms,
and in addition to the financial and employment benefits,
the groups have provided a social safety net, learning
opportunities, peer counselling and support.

plan-international.org
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