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Case for establishing the global network

It is difficult to find a comprehensive picture of the extent to which women are underrepresent-
ed globally in the workforce, let alone in public finance. In 2017, the OECD reported that  ‘ad-
vanced countries are not doing enough to close the gender gap, despite an increased focus on 
getting women into public and private leadership roles’.2 Also ‘women’s access to boardroom 
seats is alarmingly slight in developed and rapid growth markets’. 3

While some progress has been made globally in advancing gender equality, the pace at which 
it occurs has been relatively slow within countries, especially in public finance’. 4  There are many 
reasons for this, including legal, political and cultural challenges, as well as motivational factors.

These findings are underlined in a 2017 report on gender budgeting by the International Mon-
etary Fund (IMF), written in the light of the G7 initiative on equality. Overall indicators of gender 
equality for the G7 show an improvement since the early 1990s. Figure 1 below includes two 
graphs highlighting the trends in overall gender equality. The first graph focuses on the Unit-
ed Nations Development Programme’s Gender Development Index (GDI), where higher index 
numbers indicate greater equality. The second graph focuses on Gender Inequality Index (GII), 
where lower index numbers indicate greater equality. 5
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2 https://www.publicfinanceinternational.org/news/2017/10/oecd-calls-more-action-close-gender-gap
3 https://www.ey.com/Publication/vwLUAssets/EY_Women_-_The_next_emerging_market/%24FILE/EY_  
 Women_the_next_emerging_market.pdf
4 https://www.ifac.org/global-knowledge-gateway/finance-leadership-development/discussion/wom  
 en-public-finance-tackling
5 https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/Policy-Papers/Issues/2017/05/12/pp041917gender-budget  
 ing-in-g7-countries (p 5)

GDI GII, time-consistent version

Figure 1. G7 Countries: Composite Indexes of Gender Equality
Source: Stotsky et al. (2016) and staff calculations 

Below we have set out some of the challenges facing women in public finance, which provide 
a compelling case for change. Whilst these provide indicators of gender inequality they do not 
necessarily dig down to the root causes of inequality in public finance. PFW could have an influ-
ential role in identifying research in this area that would improve the targeting of the causes and 
potentially lead to different design solutions.
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The same report then looked at specific indicators for gender equality, such as women’s partici-
pation in the labour market, education, gender pay gap, unpaid work, managerial positions, and 
participation in parliament. Again, some progress can be noted, but the underrepresentation of 
women and the gender gap in general are still very obvious. Figure 2.1 shows that female par-
ticipation is increasing, and figure 2.2 makes clear that more women than men graduate from 
tertiary education. However, as figure 2.3 reveals, the gender pay gap is very high, and as figure 
2.4 clearly depicts, the main burden of unpaid work is still on women. Likewise, figure 2.5 shows 
that women are still underrepresented in managerial positions, while in Parliament (figure 2.6), 
some progress has been made. 6

6 https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/Policy-Papers/Issues/2017/05/12/pp041917gender-budget  
 ing-in-g7-countries (p 6)

Source: OECD (2016) and staff calculations. “Non-G7 countries” 
comprise all other OECD countries.
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Translating these findings to the public finance domain, we conclude that, as mentioned in the 
introduction, a collaborative effort is needed between all three sectors – the private, public and 
non-profit – to make some progress towards meeting SDG 5 and address the existing barriers 
for women working in public finance. A global network for women in public finance can support 
efforts to open doors for women from career starters to leaders at the top of the career ladder. 

Women overlooked as a vital talent 

World Bank Chief Executive Kristalina Georgieva is reported to have said that ‘the world econ-
omy leaves $160 trillion on the table each year because women were unused, underused and/
or underpaid’. 7 She also pointed out that in over 104 countries there were legal obstacles for 
women working in the professions. 

Gender equality in leadership has the potential to strengthen a country’s competitiveness and 
economic development. Yet, despite women making up over half of the global population, they 
have been long overlooked as a vital talent. According to Ernst and Young, ‘tapping into wom-
en’s economic potential would be the equivalent of having an additional one billion individuals 
in business and the workforce’. 8

Although development policy and funding has, in recent years, begun to address issues of fe-
male economic empowerment and financial inclusion, as seen in the first part of this appendix, 
there is still a lot of work to be done to eradicate the gender imbalance. The underutilisation of 
women is a cross-sector issue where a global network could play a significant role in advocating 
for change. We envisage that PFW can be an effective tool in the empowerment of women in 
the finance profession by connecting women around the world, providing independent career 
advice and affording access to guidance and networks that can help women and future gen-
erations of women achieve their potential in public finance. We see this as a ‘win-win’ situation 
since organisations will have access to a greater pool of talent and economies will benefit from 
having more women at work.  

Women’s positive role in changing public finance 

We are operating in a complex global landscape for public financial management where most 
governments around the world spend a third of GDP on public services. There is a great op-
portunity – even an imperative – to strengthen the pipeline of women into public finance jobs, 
so that the advancement of gender equality proceeds in line with social and economic devel-
opment. The rapid pace of reforms, and different stages of development in and between coun-
tries in both the developed and developing world, will continue to present complex challenges 
where strategies will be increasingly needed to incorporate to a greater extent gender equality 
and talent into managing public finance. 

7 https://www.euractiv.com/section/global-europe/news/women-entrepreneurs-a-vast-untapped-re  
 source-say-development-policy-makers/
8 https://www.ey.com/Publication/vwLUAssets/Women_the_next_emerging_market/%24FILE/Women  
 TheNextEmergingMarket.pdf



Although the quality of public finance has generally improved around the world, there is still 
much to be achieved. Therefore, a global network of women in public finance will have at its 
heart a strategy that will entail mentoring, developing skills, providing technical support and 
training, as well as thought leadership and research. It will help to jumpstart and transform wom-
en’s careers leading towards the improvement of quality of public finances. 

Engendering public finance

Whilst supporting women to fulfil their career potential is critical, engendering public finance is 
of equal importance. No public policy is gender neutral and it needs to be scrutinised through 
a gender lens. In many countries there is still a lot of work to do to convince stakeholders that 
existing policies are not gender neutral.  Women have a positive role to play in being part of the 
public policy decision-making process to ensure that policies meet the needs of women and 
men equally. There have been some notable developments in gender budgeting in countries 
such as Uganda, Iceland and Canada. Also, increasingly new guidance has been published to 
help inform policy makers and practitioners when setting national budgets.  

One organisation that is active in this area by integrating gender into their work is the IMF. 9  
The Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy (CIPFA) has also recently published 
guidance on gender budgeting. 10 In addition, the PEFA Secretariat of the World Bank is focus-
ing upon collecting information on gender responsive public financial management practices. 
11 The OECD’s women in government workstream promoting gender diversity in public institu-
tions is a notable example of  helping to engender public finance.

Delivering on the global commitments towards gender equality, such as SDG 5, requires posi-
tively including a gender perspective across the full policy framework and budget of a country. 
PFW will promote gender equality developments in public policy making and public finance 
through its thought leadership, research and policy voice for the advancement of women’s 
equality. 12 

Few women in senior positions 

In respect of women working in the top tiers of civil service leadership, the Global Government 
Forum in 2017 reported that there has been progress in countries such as the UK, Canada, Aus-
tralia and France, where women now make up the majority of leadership positions.13  There is 
available data that covers a broad set of job positions across governments and parliaments, but 
no specific data for the public finance area. At the same time, it is equally challenging to get a 
global picture of women in senior positions. Due to an absence of data, we do not know wheth-
er women are breaking through the glass ceiling in sufficient numbers in public finance. The 
introduction of quotas for women in senior positions in countries such as France and Mexico 
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9 https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/wp/2016/wp16149.pdf
10 https://www.cipfa.org/cipfa-thinks/cipfa-thinks-articles/gender-budgeting-will-create-more-effective-  
  targeting-of-public-resources
11 https://pefa.org/news/open-public-consultation-pefa-gender-module
12 http://www.oecd.org/governance/women-in-government.htm
13 https://www.globalgovernmentforum.com/women-leaders-index-gender-equality-2017/



has had some impact, but the picture is very incomplete.  

Addressing the range of barriers to women in leadership positions cannot be achieved through 
training or skills development alone. For example, it may require political or legal interventions 
and the training of men and women alike about the value of shared leadership.  Other types 
of support are needed such as supplementing training with hands-on activities directly aimed 
at advancing the profile of women and support networks. Organisations such as the INTOSAI 
Development Initiative should be commended for placing gender equality at the heart of its 
five-year strategy.14 It also invests in developing female leadership skills through its young lead-
ership programme (2018-2019), which saw a 90% successful completion rate of young wom-
en leaders from across a range of supreme audit institutions (SAIs).15 However, there are not 
enough of these schemes around the world developing women and pushing them to the top. 
We believe that PFW can contribute and add value in promoting initiatives and initiating data 
analysis and research to gain a complete picture of progress in this area so that targeted inter-
ventions can be made.

The gender pay gap

In the recent past there has been a great deal of media coverage and public concern about the 
gender pay gap, across all sectors. The BBC was the latest in a long line of organisations that 
tolerated material disparity between the pay of men and women. 

The International Labour Organization addressed the gender pay gap in its recently published 
Global Wage Report 2018/19 – what lies behind gender pay gaps. Guy Ryder, the ILO Director 
General, notes in the preface of the report that “the success of our efforts is crucial because in-
equalities within and among countries, including wage inequality, continue to be a significant 
obstacle to achieving a better and more sustainable future for all.” He further states that “Ac-
cordingly, the estimates […], which cover some 70 countries and about 80 per cent of wage em-
ployees worldwide, show that on average women currently continue to be paid approximately 
20 per cent less than men”. 16 

While two thirds of OECD countries have taken some steps, since 2013, to introduce new equal 
pay policies including greater transparency on pay rates, there is still much more progress 
that needs to be made. 17  PFW will be able to draw upon its global network to provide evi-
dence-based research on this issue to help influence the policy agenda. 

14  https://www.idi.no/en/about-idi/strategies-and-plans
15 http://www.idi.no/en/idi-cdp/sai-young-leaders
16 https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/   
  wcms_650553.pdf, page v (preface)
17 https://qz.com/1093447/to-close-the-gender-gap-for-jobs-oecd-countries-says-women-need-new-laws-  
 and-men-need-new-attitudes/
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Existing networks for women in public finance

Initial research has shown that there are a number of finance networks for women that are either 
country or sector specific. We found networks that mainly cover the private sector, in specific 
banking and corporate finance, supported by accountancy firms, professional bodies, and en-
trepreneurs. 

At the same time, some public finance specific networks do already exist, such as the Women 
Public Finance Network in the US and Canada, which are run by government officials. A similar 
standalone network exists in the UK central government.  

Yet other networks address gender equality issues more widely across a range of subject areas 
not specific to finance. One example is UN Women, a global body for promoting gender equal-
ity in general, unrelated to finance.  

However, what we did not find is a network for women in public finance that spans the globe, 
addressing women currently working in public finance as well as future generations of women 
seeking a career in that area. We are convinced that a global organisation for women in public 
finance could be a powerful tool to promote gender equality in public finance worldwide, ad-
dress the barriers currently in place, and shape the discussions and thought leadership needed 
to overcome those hurdles. 

By becoming a leading global organisation for women in public finance, we envisage PFW to be 
an umbrella body giving local and regional networks access to women working in the same field 
on a global scale, which can be interesting for cultural exchange, but also to identify common 
issues and problems faced in public finance. The benefits to the local networks are that their 
affiliation to PFW will help ensure the globalisation of individual network efforts currently being 
made.


