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FEATURE STORY

Gendered Languages May Play a Role in
Limiting Women’s Opportunities, New
Research Finds
 
In many developing countries, women face significant

barriers to their equal participation in society. While some

of these barriers are easy to see, a new line of research

is uncovering a surprising and less obvious possibility:

the structure of certain languages may shape gender

norms in a way that limits women’s 

opportunities. At a recent Policy Research Talk, World Bank economist Owen Ozier shared results from a new paper

on gendered language and its relationship to gender norms and economic outcomes for women .
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RESEARCH HIGHLIGHTS
✓ Deliberative Inequality: A Text-As-Data Study of Tamil Nadu’s Village Assemblies
Ramya Parthasarathy, Vijayendra Rao, and Nethra Palaniswamy, World Bank Policy Research Working Paper 8119, June 2017. 

Text-as-data analytical methods are opening the “black box” of deliberative dynamics in Indian village assemblies. The data mined

from transcripts show women are at a disadvantage relative to men—women are less likely to speak, set the agenda, and receive

a relevant response from state officials. 

✓ Gendered Incidence and Impacts of Tenure Insecurity on Agricultural Performance in Malawi’s Customary
Tenure System 

Klaus Deininger, Fang Xia, and Stein Holden, The Journal of Development Studies 55:4, 597-619, 2018 | Working Paper

version.  

With 22 percent of smallholders fearing land loss, tenure insecurity in Malawi is widespread. It creates annual productivity losses

of US$ 11 million. These losses hurt women in particular and are equivalent in size to the cost of financing a nationwide tenure

regularization program in about two years. 
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✓ The Long-Run and Gender-Equalizing Impacts of School Access: Evidence from the First Indochina War 
Hai-Anh H. Dang, Trung X. Hoang, and Ha Nguyen, World Bank Policy Research Working Paper 8480, June 2018. 

Fifty years ago, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam adopted a mass education program. The inter-generational impacts were

especially beneficial for girls. Girls in the program enjoyed higher household living standards, had more educated spouses, and

raised better-educated children.

✓ Together We Will: Experimental Evidence on Female Voting Behavior in Pakistan 

Xavier Giné and Ghazala Mansuri, American Economic Journal: Applied Economics 10(1):207-35, January 2018. 

A voter awareness campaign for women in rural Pakistan increased turnout among targeted women by 11 percentage points.

Neighbors of targeted women also turned out, indicating large spillovers. Both targeted and untargeted women were also more

likely to exercise independence in candidate choice. 

✓ Is Personal Initiative Training a Substitute or Complement to the Existing Human Capital of Women? Results
from a Randomized Trial in Togo 

Francisco Campos, Michael Frese, Markus Goldstein, Leonardo Iacovone, Hillary C. Johnson, David McKenzie, and Mona

Mensmann. AEA Papers and Proceedings 108: 256-261, 2018. 

A personal initiative training program—to develop key behaviors associated with a proactive entrepreneurial mindset—delivered

lasting improvements for male and female business owners. The training was successful for women across a wide range of

existing human capital levels.

✓ Growing Markets through Business Training for Female Entrepreneurs: A Market-Level Randomized
Experiment in Kenya 

David McKenzie and Susana Puerto, World Bank Policy Research Working Paper 7993, March 2017. 

Three years after a business training, the businesses that received the training were selling more, earning higher profits, and their

owners reported higher well-being. This market growth appears to come from enhanced customer service and new product

introduction and more customers and more sales from existing customers, not negative spillovers on competing businesses.

✓ A Firm of One's Own: Experimental Evidence on Credit Constraints and Occupational Choice  
Andrew Brudevold-Newman, Maddalena Honorati, Pamela Jakiela, and Owen Ozier, World Bank Policy Research Working Paper

7977, February 2017. 

Youth underemployment is particularly acute in Sub-Saharan Africa. Two entrepreneurship promotion programs for young women

in Nairobi—a multifaceted franchise program and a simple cash grant—both shifted young women into self-employment, and both

raised incomes in the short term, but neither had a detectable lasting impact on income.  

✓ Compensation, Diversity and Inclusion at the World Bank Group 

Jishnu Das, Clement Joubert, and Sander Florian Tordoir, World Bank Policy Research Working Paper 8058, May 2017.  

A new method was developed to analyze salary gaps by gender and nationality at the World Bank Group between 1987 and 2015.

This dynamic decomposition method identifies specific areas of concern and can also be widely applied to the analysis of salary
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gaps in other institutions. 

Presentation | Video 

To access the latest Policy Research Working Papers, please click here.

RELATED BLOGS

Is grammar holding back efficiency and growth?  
Markus Goldstein | Development Impact, 06/13/2018. 

Ask a German to describe a bridge, and they are likely to use words like beautiful and elegant. Ask a Spanish speaker, and they

will use words like big and dangerous. Now, ask them to describe a key. The German will say hard and heavy while the Spanish

speaker will say lovely and intricate. Why? According to work by Boroditsky and co-authors, that’s because in German the bridge

takes a feminine article and the key takes the masculine. And, as you may have guessed, the reverse is true in Spanish. Why this

may matter for our economic lives is the topic of a fascinating new paper by Pamela Jakiela and Owen Ozier. 

Read the blog » 

Changing gender attitudes, one teenager at a time 
Markus Goldstein | Development Impact, 01/09/2019. 
I’ve been trying to figure out how to get my kids to do more household chores. Luckily, help was forthcoming from a recent paper

by Diva Dhar, Tarun Jain, and Seema Jayachandran. They take to Indian secondary schools with an intervention designed to

increase support for gender equality among adolescents. And yes, it does work, including getting boys to do more chores. 

Read the blog » 

UPCOMING EVENTS

January 29–31, 2019:  IsDB-World Bank DIME Impact Evaluation Workshop: Transforming Development through

Evidence-Based Policy (Dakar, Senegal)

March 25–29, 2019:  Land and Poverty Conference 2019: Catalyzing Innovation 

June 17, 2019: Annual Bank Conference on Development Economics 2019—Multilateralism: Past, Present, and Future

June 24–28, 2019: 2019 Overview Course of Financial Sector Issues

To see more events, please click here.

BLOGS

Staying focused 

Pinelopi Goldberg | Let’s Talk Development, 01/22/2019. 

Amidst all the noise of the 24-hour news cycle and current events competing for our attention there lurks a danger that we lose

sight of our mission: the fundamental issues in development that we are committed to solve remain urgent and obviously relevant.

Now more than ever, the World Bank and DEC (home to the Bank’s research unit) in particular should focus on core research
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questions whose answers can help end poverty and improve countless lives. These questions rise above the ebb and flow of the

political tide and are deeply important to the millions of people that we strive to raise up. 

Read the blog » 

What do public officials know? Why do some know more than others? 

Daniel Rogger and Ravi Somani | Let’s Talk Development, 01/15/2019. 

Many people working in development hope to `inform’ public officials. For example, academic research or the Bank’s own

analytical studies often conclude with `policy recommendations’ to be taken on by individuals in charge of translating policies into

practice, or public administrators. Yet what is the baseline level of knowledge of public officials that this work is building on? What

do they already know and not know?

We investigated this question in Ethiopia by surveying a representative sample of 1,831 public officials across 382 organizations

spanning all three tiers of government. We compared their estimates of key characteristics of their constituents to objective

administrative and survey data to create a direct test of their knowledge. How did they do? 

Read the blog » 

Oral democracy 

Vijayendra Rao and Paromita Sanyal | Let’s Talk Development, 01/10/2019. 

Our new book, Oral Democracy: Deliberation in Rural India (Cambridge University Press, 2018), sheds light on how real-world

deliberation works in poor and unequal settings. It is an analysis of discourse within the largest deliberative institution in human

history—the gram sabha (village meeting) in rural India, which affects the lives of 800 million people living in two million villages. 

Read the blog » 

To read more of our blogs, see:  Let’s Talk Development | All About Finance | Development Impact

This newsletter is produced by the Development Research Group, part of the Development Economics Vice Presidency of the World

Bank Group. Please send your comments and feedback to: research@worldbank.org.

To learn more about us, click here
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