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What is Women, Business and the Law? 

• Research on the business environment has helped us to better 

understand the obstacles that entrepreneurs and employees face 

in general when it comes to starting businesses and getting jobs. 

 

But what about obstacles that are specific to women?  

 

• The Women, Business and the Law project examines laws and 

regulations differentiating between men and women in ways that 

may affect women’s opportunities and incentives to work. It 

pioneers the measurement of the gender gap in policy variables 

using quantitative and objective data. 
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Women, Business and the Law  

Indicators 

Accessing institutions Explores women’s legal ability to interact with public authorities and the 
private sector in the same ways as men. 

Using property Analyzes women’s ability to own, manage, control and inherit property. 

Getting a job Assesses restrictions on women’s work, such as prohibitions on working 
at night or in certain industries. 

Providing incentives to work Examines personal income tax liabilities, taking into account tax credits 
and deductions available to women relative to men. 

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. 

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. 

Protecting women from 
violence 

Examines laws on domestic violence and the existence and 
scope of laws on sexual harassment. 
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Why do these areas matter for  

women’s economic opportunities ? 

• Lack of autonomy to interact with government institutions or conduct 
official transactions can restrict women’s ability to freely function in 
the business environment. E.g. head of household requirements 
which bar women from becoming the legal head of household can 
restrict their access to higher pension benefits, cause them to pay 
higher taxes, and limit their access to government services.  

 

• Often marriage is the trigger that limits women’s individual autonomy 
because married women can be subject to additional approval 
requirements to conduct business transactions, or must meet higher 
legal standards to get the same treatment as men. 

 
• Access to property can be especially important when it comes to 

financing entrepreneurial activities as property functions as collateral  
for loans. When established credit histories are lacking, access to 
property may be their only way to get start up capital. 
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Numbers of gender legal differences 

vary by economy 

15 

42 

30 

28 

28 

No restrictions 

3 ≤ restrictions < 5  

≤ 5 restrictions < 10  

≥ 10 restrictions 

0 < restrictions < 3  

• Almost 90% of the 143 economies covered by Women, Business and the Law 2014 
have at least one legal difference restricting women’s economic opportunities.  

Source: Women, Business and the Law database  
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• Among 28 economies that have 10 and more restrictions, 25 are in the Middle East 
and North Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa. 

 



In 79 economies legislation restricts  

the types of jobs women can do 

• The lengthiest lists of restrictions on women’s employment are in Eastern 

Europe and Central Asia.  
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46 Economies have Gender 

Differentiated Retirement Ages 

No 
difference 

5 years Less than 5 
years 

More than 5 years 

Number of 
Economies 

97 34 10 2 

Albania, Argentina, Belarus, 
Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Congo, 
Dem. Rep., El Salvador, Georgia,  
Honduras, Iran, Islamic Rep., 
Jamaica, Jordan, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyz Republic, Lao PDR, 
Madagascar, Mauritania, 
Moldova, Mongolia, 
Montenegro, Mozambique, 
Oman, Pakistan, Panama, 
Russian Federation, Saudi Arabia, 
Serbia, Sri Lanka, Tajikistan, 
Uzbekistan, Venezuela, RB, 
Vietnam, Yemen, Rep. 

Angola, Azerbaijan, 
Bolivia, Bulgaria, 
Croatia, Israel, 
Macedonia, FYR, 
Romania, Switzerland, 
Turkey 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Algeria  (6 years) 
China  (10 years) 

Source: Women, Business and the Law database  
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9 economies have mandatory retirement ages that are gender differentiated 
Algeria (6), Congo, Dem. Rep. (5), Mauritania (5), Mozambique (5), Romania (2), Saudi Arabia (5), Switzerland (1), 
Uzbekistan (5), Vietnam (5) 

 



Married women legally cannot take actions in the 

same way as married men in some economies 
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In 15 economies 

husbands can 

object to their 

wives working 

and prevent 

them from 

accepting jobs. 



Evolution of restrictions over the past 50 years in women’s 

property rights and ability to make legal decisions  

• More than half of the restrictions in place in 1960 had been removed by 2010. 

• Restrictions in Sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean, and East Asia 

and the Pacific were reduced by more than half, and in OECD high income economies 

and Eastern Europe and Central Asia they were eliminated entirely. In South Asia and 

the Middle East and North Africa the least reforms occurred.  
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Gender-based legal restrictions are associated with  

lower female participation in the ownership of firms 

 

Source: Women, Business and the Law database, Enterprise Surveys database, World Development Indicators database  

10 



Economies with more restrictions also tend to  

provide fewer incentives 

Source: Women, Business and the Law database  
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Economies that provide more incentives for  

women to work have greater income equality 

Source: Women, Business and the Law database, World Development Indicators database, All the Ginis dataset  
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Economies are changing to  

increase gender parity in the law 

• Over a two year period, Women, Business and the Law recorded 59 legal changes in 

44 economies. Of these changes 48 increased gender parity, 11 were neutral to 

gender parity and none reduced gender parity. 

Source: Women, Business and the Law database  
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The impact of reforming family law: 

the case of Ethiopia 

• Ethiopia reformed its family law in 2000 in a variety of ways, 
including removing the husband’s ability to deny his wife 
permission to work, and requiring the consent of both spouses 
to administer marital property.  

 

• The reform was initially rolled out in 3 of Ethiopia's 9 regions, 
allowing for a comparison of the regions which reformed vs. 
those that did not.   

 

• Where the reform occurred, there was a significant shift in 
women’s economic activities, including increases in women’s 
participation in work outside the home, full-time work, and 
higher skilled work (Hallward-Driemeier, 2010)  
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CEDAW helped catalyze 

reforms 

• Rates of reform doubled within 5 years of ratifying 

CEDAW 

Hallward-Driemeier, Hasan and Rusu, 2013a 

15 years before CEDAW 

ratification 

5 years before CEDAW 

ratification 

5 years after CEDAW 

ratification 
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Women legislators raise the 

probability of reforms 

Effects are strong both in cross-country comparisons and in trends within countries 
over-time  

Hallward-Driemeier, Hasan and Rusu, 2013a 
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Gender Differences Affecting Women’s 

Legal Capacity in Congo, DRC  

 

Source: Women, Business and the Law database  
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•  Married women 
cannot  initiate 
legal proceedings 
or open a bank 
account 

• Legally married 
women cannot 
manage property 

• Married women legally 
cannot pursue a trade 
or profession 

• Legally married 
women cannot register 
a   businesses 

• Married women legally 
cannot be Head of 
Household 

• Married women 
cannot legally choose 
where to live The husband is the 

head of household.. 
Family Code, Art. 
444.  The wife is 
obliged to live with 
her husband and to 
follow him wherever 
he resides. Family 
Code, Art. 454 

The woman must 
obtain her husband's 
permission for all 
legal acts where she is 
incurring a personal 
obligation.  Family 
Code, Art. 448 

The wife cannot start 
legal proceedings, 
buy, mortgage, or 
incur obligations 
without permission 
from her husband. 
Family Code, Art. 450 

The management of 
the common 
property and of the 
separate property of 
the spouses is 
assumed to be vested 
in the husband.  

Family Code, Art. 490 



Reform Work in Congo, DRC  
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Reform of the family code is current underway 

Objectives of Bank Engagement: 
• Educate policy makers on the economic befits of gender equality 
• Ensuring consistency in legal language and close loopholes. 
• Highlight best practices from recent reformers and lessons learned from previous 

attempts at legislative reform 
 
Engagement to date: 
• Separate workshops with National Assembly, Senators and Civil Society 
• Diagnostics of labor and land laws for gender equality 
 
Next  steps :  
• Once new family code is adopted, help with implementation and awareness 

building.  
 



Reform Work in Côte d’Ivoire 

Source: Women, Business and the Law database  19 

The tax Code 
previously 
allowed only 
husband to take 
deductions for 
children 

The current code 
splits  the 
dependent children 
deduction between 
spouses 

Women have 
greater tax savings  

Previously  
husbands could 
object to their 
wives' 
employment 

Each spouse has 
the right to oppose 
the other’s 
profession 

Increased 
leverage in 
household 
decision making 

Previously the 
husband chose 
the family 
domicile 

Spouses jointly 
agree on domicile 

Ability to move to 
where 
employment 
requires 

• In 2012, the designation of “chef de famille” in the family code was abolished. As a 

result:  



Next Steps in Côte d’Ivoire 
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• Review of other legislation such as: commercial/civil/labor/land 
codes to harmonize and reform unequal provisions. 

 

• Conduct a targeted analysis of the economic impact of the 
legal changes on the household but also on government 
revenues 

 

• Dissemination of reformed legislation to build awareness 
amongst the public and ensure more effective political will to 
accompany operational reforms (including training to judges, 
notaries, and those tasked with implementing legislation) 

 



 

wbl.worldbank.org 
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