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Want a strong economy? Electing females can help
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Gender equality and female empowerment are development buzz words with bite. And with good reason.

Researchers have shown gender inequality in education reduces economic growth and women are typically
recognised as better microfinance managers [pdf].

Apparently female parliamentarians are important as well — World Bank researchers have associated them
with a reduction in corruption. The UN has even included increasing the number of female legislators as a
key outcome of Millennium Development Goal 3.

In the latest Devpolicy Discussion Paper (peer reviewed and forthcoming in Applied Economic Letters), we
explore whether having more female legislators affects broad economic outcomes. Our research covers 119
democracies over the last four decades.

We find that, for the average democracy, each percentage point of female parliamentary representation
increases annual per-capita economic growth by around 0.16 percentage points. Our estimates account for
the effects of other variables on economic growth and also potential reverse causality from economic
progress to improved gender representation.

Why this is the case requires further research. We try to separate the impact of having more female MPs
from the impact of broader attitudes to gender. The ability of elected females to achieve improvements in the
overall state of the economy is perhaps driven in part by the fact that female MPs have to break through a
‘glass ceiling’ to enter parliament in most countries. These women may on average be quite extraordinary
and thus have a greater effect on policy outcomes than the average male parliamentarian.

Globally, there has been a reassuring upward trend over the last three decades in the representation of
women in parliament. However, it remains that on average less than one in five seats in national parliaments
are held by women. Some countries have no females in their parliaments.
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http://info.worldbank.org/etools/docs/library/117321/35079_wps3285.pdf
http://www.givewell.org/files/Cause1-2/Independent%20research%20on%20microfinance/GFUSA-MicrofinanceImpactWhitepaper-1.pdf
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S016726810100169X
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/gender.shtml
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2066266

Source: Paxton, P., Green, J. and Hughes, M. (2008) Women in Parliament, 1945-2003: Cross-National
Dataset, Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research, Ann Arbor, MI. World Bank (2012)
World Development Indicators.

Strikingly, the Pacific Island countries lag behind, and have failed to keep up with improvements in female
representation globally over recent decades. Only Samoa and Timor-Leste have female shares in
parliament exceeding 4%. Compare this number with a global average of 18% and our Pacific neighbours
are starting to feel a little lonely.

Increasing the number of female legislators is clearly a matter for sovereign nations. Yet donors have a role
to play in communicating the broad benefits of improving female representation in the parliament. This is
especially important in the Pacific. The challenges are large: in PNG, for example, a bill to reserve a
minimum number of seats for women failed to win support in late 2011.

Ultimately, there is growing evidence that there are economic and other dividends to be gained from
removing the barriers for females to enter politics. Hopefully our Pacific Island neighbours will start to take
note.

Dinuk Jayasuriya and Paul J. Burke are Research Fellows at the Crawford School of Public Policy.
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