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Gender Gaps Around the World

Global Gender Gap Index (World Economic Forum, 2021)
• Economic opportunities
• Education
• Health and survival
• Political empowerment

No country in the world has reached gender equality
The best performers  (Iceland, Finland, Norway, Sweden) have closed more than 
80% of the gender gap. 
Italy ranks 63 out of 156 countries (114 for economic opportunities)



Global Performance 

The world has closed

96% of the gap in health

95% of the gap in education

Only 58% of the gap in economic
results

Only 22% of the gap in political
empowerment



Employment rates, EU (2019)

Source: Eurostat, 2019
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EUROPA
Istruzione
Share of graduates (25– 34) in Europe

Source: Eurostat, 2020
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The glass ceiling/ Decision‐making positions: Business 
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the largest listed companies in Europe 

Source: EIGE, 2021
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Share of women among Members of European National Parliaments

The glass ceiling/ Decision‐making positions: Politics



Outline

• Introduction with Data (done)
• Relevant factors (selected)
• From public policy to gender equality: the public channel
• From women’s empowerment to public policy: the political channel
• Some results of causal evidence from a recent paper
• Why do we care: gender equality and women’s empowerment
• Evidence during the pandemic of Covid‐19 



Relevant factors: The Motherhood Penalty



Fertility Rates and Female Employment
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Source: World Value Survey 2017‐2020 Individuals, Firms, Implicit bias

Relevant factors: Culture
and Stereotypes



Culture and STEREOTYPES 
Implicit association between men and 
career, women and family. 

Sample of Italian managers 
(compared to Italian population). 

Negative results: reversed
stereotypes; 
At 0=no stereotypes. 
Positive results: gender stereotypes. 
On the left of the red line: strong 
association, orange: moderate; 
yellow: weak. 

Profeta Ronchi Spadavecchia (2022)



The role of public policy

• Increasing women’s participation to the labor market
• Maternal, paternal, parental leaves
• Childcare

• Increasing women’s representation
• Gender Quotas: in business (Ferraro, Ferrari Profeta, Pronzato Management Science 2021) 
and politics (Baltrunaite, Bello Casarico, Profeta, Savio ‐ Journal of Public Economics 2014)

• Electoral rules (Profeta and Woodhouse, Journal of Comparative Politics, 2021)

• Double Preference voting (Baltrunaite, Casarico, Profeta, Savio ‐ Journal of Public Economics
2019) 

…..



From Public Policy to gender equality (public channel)

Theoretically, family policies
• support female labour supply if they allow women to remain on the labor market 
and reduce statistical discrimination

• they may negatively affect labor demand: employers reduce the demand of labor
supply of mothers)

• Effects on wages are expected to be negative (it depends on the relative elasticity of 
D and S). Heterogeneous effects

• They may backfire by reinforcing employers’ beliefs and social norms on conservative 
gender roles

Empirical analysis on OECD countries, 1970‐2016
female employment (15‐65 years old), employment gap (male minus 
female), employment of mothers with children under the age of 14 and 
employment of mothers with small children (0‐2 years old).



Maternity, paternity leaves and gender gaps



Childcare and gender gaps



(1)
Fem. Empl. 

Rate

(2)
Fem. Empl. 

Rate

(3)
Empl. Gap

(4)
Empl. Gap

(5)
Wage Gap

(6)
Wage Gap

Max. weeks job‐protected 
leave

0.481***
(0.101)

0.483***
(0.128)

‐0.567***
(0.103)

‐0.519***
(0.133)

‐0.271**
(0.112)

‐0.377***
(0.106)

Max. weeks squared/100 ‐0.194***
(0.060)

‐0.212***
(0.072)

0.217***
(0.062)

0.211**
(0.076)

0.101*
(0.059)

0.130***
(0.043)

Percentage of the total paid 
leave 

‐0.028
(0.046)

0.014
(0.053)

0.074**
(0.031)

Average payment rate ‐0.086
(0.065)

0.076
(0.063)

‐0.003
(0.029)

Constant 46.77***
(2.452)

52.02***
(4.418)

45.11***
(2.526)

39.76***
(4.593)

31.24***
(3.636)

34.39***
(2.275)

Country FE Y Y Y Y Y Y

Year FE Y Y Y Y Y Y
Observations 1099 685 1099 685 597 320
R2 0.460 0.490 0.516 0.534 0.309 0.492
Number of countries 30 22 30 22 30 22

Source: 
Profeta, 
2020



(1)
Fem. Empl. 

Rate

(2)
Fem. Empl. 

Rate

(3)
Empl. Gap

(4)
Empl. Gap

(5)
Wage Gap

(6)
Wage Gap

Max. weeks job‐protected 
leave

0.265**
(0.109)

‐0.254**
(0.095)

‐0.255***
(0.044)

Max. weeks squared/100 ‐0.094
(0.060)

0.079
(0.053)

0.083***
(0.025)

Percentage of the total paid 
leave 

‐0.101**
(0.041)

0.071*
(0.041)

0.040
(0.025)

Average payment rate ‐0.083*
(0.043)

0.057
(0.035)

‐0.029
(0.060)

Early childcare expenditure 16.29***
(3.464)

16.78***
(3.342)

‐20.06***
(3.644)

‐17.59***
(3.706)

‐9.869***
(2.018)

‐2.868
(1.976)

Constant 58.15***
(1.685)

53.06***
(3.421)

30.63***
(1.772)

37.95***
(2.786)

24.04***
(1.170)

32.54***
(4.560)

Country FE Y Y Y Y Y Y

Year FE Y Y Y Y Y Y
Observations 853 477 853 477 489 255
R2 0.330 0.560 0.396 0.585 0.305 0.430
Number of countries 34 19 34 19 34 19

Source: 
Profeta, 
2020



Results

• A non‐monothonic relationship between the duration of parental leave and 
female outcomes

• Positive effects of short leaves, negative of long periods
• No strong connection between maternity leave and female labor force participation
in the long run.

• Parental leaves delay return to work
• Positive effects of subsidized child care on female employment
• Heterogeneous effects. To be checked benefit for the low skill more than
for the high skill

• Multiplier effects: peer effects, spillover, learning, imitation. The impact of 
the policy may be underestimated



From women’s empowerment to public policy 
(political channel) 

Theoretically, women‘s representation in politics matters
• The identity of politicians matters 
• Women may act as role models and culture changes
• Different behavior, agenda, style of leadership 

Empirical analysis on OECD countries, 1970‐2016



Women in Parliament, childcare and family 
expenditures



Public spending on families (% of GDP) (1) (2) (3)

Seats held by women in national 
parliaments (% )

0.0143*
(0.00701)

0.0130*
(0.00762)

0.0144*
(0.00748)

GDP per worker ‐5.14e‐06 ‐5.23e‐06
(1.10e‐05) (1.13e‐05)

Female labor force (%) 0.00139
(0.0156)

Government gross debt
(% GDP)

‐0.00158

(0.0149)

Constant 2.598*** 2.130*** 2.686*
(0.917) (0.729) (1.332)

Country FE Y Y Y
Year FE Y Y Y

Observations 184 184 184
R2 0.035 0.030 0.035

Source: 
Profeta, 
2020



Public spending on early childhood 
education and care (% GDP)

(1) (2) (3)

Seats held by women in national 
parliaments (% )

0.00732*
(0.00366)

0.00647**
(0.00314)

0.00576*
(0.00317)

GDP per worker 1.70e‐06 3.22e‐06
(7.60e‐06) (6.44e‐06)

Female labor force (%) 0.0284**
(0.0117)

Government gross debt (% GDP) 0.0299**

(0.0123)
Constant 0.350 ‐0.983 ‐1.308*

(0.597) (0.616) (0.761)

Country FE Y Y Y
Year FE Y Y Y

Observations 195 195 195
R2 0.056 0.121 0.129

Source: 
Profeta, 
2020



Results

• More women in Parliament, more spending in family and early 
childcare

• Difficult to claim causality: the endogeneity problem
• How to test causality?

• Exploit the effects of the introduction of exogenous variations or policy
• Policy evaluation of the effectiveness of the measures
• Using different methods of analysis: Difference‐in‐Differences, Regression 
Discontinuity Design



Testing the causal link: An example

C.Accettura, P. Profeta (in progress). Gender Differences in Political
Budget Cycles
• Do male and female politicians make different decision? 

• On the size and allocation of public spending  

• Do male and female have a different style of political leadership 
/different strategies? 

• Along the political budget cycle: 
• Just prior to an election, incumbents are found to engage in expansionary manoeuvres
• This can improve chances of reelection
• But can generate adverse economic effects, which typically result in higher deficit



Gender differences in political budget cycles

• We exploit mixed gender close races for mayors in small Italian municipalities
• We use a Regression Discontinuity Design to show that male mayors who are 
elected by a small margin against a female opponent are more likely to engage in 
strategic spending at pre‐electoral and electoral years, as compared to female 
mayors (PBC)

• Result: men use PBC, strategic spending appear for highly visible policies that 
yield benefits in the immediate: public employment, transportation and road 
infrastructure, road cleaning and maintenance, waste disposal and green areas
(As in the literature)



Institutional setting

• 8,127 municipal administrations in Italy
• Mayors are elected every 5 years. The date of election is exogenous
• The mayor has strong influence on policy‐making
• We focus on municipalities with less than 5,000 residents in the period 2002‐
2017

• At 15,000 the rule for electing the mayor changes from single to dual ballot
• Below 5,000 the municipalities are not subject to the Domestic Stability Pact, a 
fiscal rule that constrains growth in spending and limits PBC. Mayors are directly 
elected. They are closer to voters

• Restrict to municipalities with mixed gender elections.
• N=1,551



Regression Discontinuity Design

• We implement a sharp regression discontinuity design with mixed gender closed mayor elections

• A male mayor wins with MVit > 0, Formally, assignment to the treatment group is defined as Dit = 
1(MVi > 0).

• Margin of victory = share of votes obtained by the male candidate minus the share of votes 
obtained by the female opponent

• We estimate the outcome of municipality i at year t if led by men or woman: difference Yit(1) ‐
Yit(0)

• We adopt a nonparametric approach with linear and quadratic polynomials and use observations 
between –h and +h (bandwith) with MSE‐optimal bandwidth (CCT; see Calonico et al., 2014). Lee 
and Lemieux, 2014

• Validity
• Discontinuity in density: McCrary
• Balance tests
• Sensitivity to the choice of bandwith



Estimate

• Estimating the treatment effect on outcomes: log of real capital and current 
expenditures per capita, aggregate and disaggregate level; deficit variation)

• Include year and municipality fixed effects. Include age as control (because of 
imbalance)

• Robust standard errors clustered at the municipality level.
• Bonferroni‐correction for multiple testing.



Timing



Results: no electoral timing, current exp

No effect of the gender of the mayor



Results: no electoral timing, capital exp

No effect of the gender of the mayor



Results: electoral timing, current exp

One year before the elections and at the election time male mayors spend on average 25% more for 
transportation than female ones.



Results: electoral timing, capital exp

One year before the elections and at the election time male mayors more than double the
investment in Environment (parks, green areas and waste disposal)



Why do we care: Gender Equality

• Women’s participation to the labor force increases GDP (+11% in Italy)
• Female employment rates are positively related to fertility
• Women’s participation to the labor force is positively related to economic growth and 
development (direct and indirect effects)

• Women’s participation to the labour market may counterbalance the aging process
• At the individual and family level

• reduces risks (in jobs, family relationships…..) 
• increases income
• reduces poverty
• Increases well‐being

Goal 5.UN Sustainable Development: 
Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls 



Economic growth

• In countries with an initial
low gender equality the 
gain is higher

• It may reach 12% in 2050

Eige, 2022



Women’s empowerment
Selection

• Better quality
• Men and women are better selected
• Incentives for other women 

Leadership style
‐ Democratic style of leadership
‐ Interpersonal orientation
‐ Future‐oriented
‐ Innovation

Performance and Agenda
• Firms’s performance (profits, returns…)
• Sustainable growth
• A different agenda in public policies

Women’s traits
‐ Risk aversion
‐ Moderate Competition
‐ Negotiation
‐ Altruism
‐ Long‐term horizon
‐ Focused Networking



The impact of Covid‐19 on women’s work 
• The She‐cession: Are women more affected than men by the pandemic 
on the labor market?

• Sectors of activity: women are employed in the service sector, strongly hit by the 
pandemic. Different from 2007 crisis, which hit finance and industry, male‐
dominated sectors, and thus was a Man‐cession. 

• Family responsibilities during the lockdown have increased. Are they equally
shared?



Two Hypotheses

With the lockdown and the new organization of work (flexible work) 
• Men are more exposed to family and care duties

• Less traditional gender roles, more sharing, lower gender gaps
Smart‐working increases men’s involvement in household and care activities: a pre‐Covid study by Paola 
Profeta with M. Angelici

• Men are more involved, but also women
• The care gap remains, gender gaps are exacerbated

More equal sharing at home reduces gender gaps in the labor market (Profeta and Fanelli, 
Demography 2021)

Short versus long‐run effects? An empirical question



Results: Women’s housework and childcare
during COVID‐19

Del Boca et al. (2021)



Female leadership during the pandemic

0 = no measures; 1 = recommend closing or all schools open with alterations resulting 
in significant different compared to non-COVID-19; 2 = require closing of some levels 
or categories; 3 = require closing all levels.

0 = no income support; 1= government is replacing less than 50% of lost salary (flat 
sum lower than half the median salary); 2= government is replacing 50% or more of lost 
salary (flat sum equal to or higher than half the median salary). 

Source: Elaboration on “Oxford Coronavirus Response Tracker” (OxCGRT) 
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