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            ‘Like Virginia Woolf before her, Scott identifies female economic empowerment as the key to liberation … the coronavirus outbreak has made Scott’s message more urgent than ever … Scott is practical and pragmatic. She has little time for hand-wringers of any variety, preferring to focus on briskly Getting Things Done. Fittingly, this is how she closes: with a step-by-step plan of tangible and precise goals we should – and most importantly, could – achieve.’
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            David Chance, Irish Independent
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            Adam Rutherford, BBC Inside Science
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            Gaby Hinsliff, Guardian (Book of the Day)

            ‘An impassioned account of the personal and societal costs of denying economic opportunity to women.’

            Barry Eichengreen, Foreign Affairs

            ‘A thought-provoking, data-rich argument for what society and world economies sacrifice by excluding women. This is a crucial book on a crucial subject.’

            Dr Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, Executive Director of UN Women

            ‘This book is the practical rallying cry we need to address the most significant challenge of this century and a great resource for anyone fighting for women’s equality.’

            Laurie Adams, CEO of Women for Women International

            ‘Linda Scott has done a great service to women (and men) as she outlines how, by empowering women economically, countries can iiaccelerate their growth and enhance the well-being of all citizens … Her book skewers myth upon myth about patriarchy, male dominance, and women’s historical roles in society … a logical and fascinating read.’

            Laura Liswood, Secretary General, Council of Women World Leaders

            ‘A must-read for anyone interested in understanding why gender inequality exists today and why it may take us centuries to fix … Scott uses sobering real-life anecdotes alongside hard data and facts to engage, educate and inspire readers. Full of insight and embedded with a call to action, this book is a timely input for discussions from boardrooms to book clubs to business schools.’

            Arancha González, Executive Director, International Trade Centre

            ‘A powerful presentation on the costs of gender inequality for all of society … As Linda Scott shows, this is the great imperative of our time.’

            Melanne Verveer, Executive Director of the Georgetown Institute for Women, Peace and Security, and the former U.S. Ambassador for Global Women’s Issues
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            1 | THE DOUBLE X ECONOMY

         

         As the car whirled through the unlit streets of Accra, my heart pounded. The driver explained the scenes moving past us, his voice full of rage and sorrow.

         Hundreds of homeless adolescent girls moved like shadows in the night. Some were half-naked, bathing in buckets because they had nowhere private to go. Others slept in piles. “They run from the villages,” the driver said. “Their parents want to sell them to a man they don’t know, to be a wife who must work like an animal by day and submit sexually by night. They run to the city, believing they can escape.”

         Many had pregnant bellies or were holding infants. Rape was a fact of daily life in the villages, he said, but these streets were no safer. “We have a generation growing up, from birth, on the street,” the driver said in anguish. “They will never know a family or a community. How will they learn right from wrong? What will happen to Ghana when these children become adults?”

         Many girls worked in the markets carrying shoppers’ purchases in baskets they balanced atop their heads, but some fell into prostitution. Still others became trapped in a nightmare of ancient stature: the slave trade that still emanates from West Africa and feeds the vast crime rings of the world.

         In my hotel lobby, I felt as if I had stepped back from another 4dimension. I have been doing fieldwork among the world’s poor for a long time, but I have never observed anything that disturbed me more than what I saw on my first night in Ghana.

         I had arrived that afternoon to start a promising project: my team from Oxford would test an intervention to help rural girls stay in school rather than drop out. It was a simple thing—providing free sanitary pads—but definitely worth a try. Retaining girls through secondary school was already known to be a powerful economic boost for poor nations. Educated females add to the quality of the labor supply, as well as its size, which stimulates growth. But girls who complete their education also have their first child later and so have fewer children, which slows the overwhelming rate of population expansion. Educated women also raise their own children differently, insisting they finish school, eat well, and are given adequate health care. These mothers act as a brake on the pernicious cycle of poverty that grips Africa.

         But that evening I met someone who showed me what happened when the forces pulling girls out of school also made them run away. These girls in desperate flight produced a downward spiral that radiated danger and suffering for generations in the entire region. That destructive force, I knew, rolled across the world, carrying violence and instability to other countries—because human trafficking is one of international crime’s most profitable activities. My experience that night forever changed the way I thought about my work. And it gave me a sense of urgency that I have never lost.

         The unlikely truth that equal economic treatment for women would put a stop to some of the world’s costliest evils, while building prosperity for everyone, is at the core of this book’s argument. In these pages, I will tell more stories like this one from the shadows of Accra. I will draw on personal experiences from the villages of Africa to the slums of Asia, as well as the boardrooms of London and the universities of the United States. Throughout, I will show how the same plot of economic exclusion repeats itself in each of these places, always with negative impact.

         An unparalleled influx of data since 2005 reveals this reality: a distinctive pattern of economic inequality marks the female population of every nation, each with the same mechanisms holding the disadvantages 5in place. Everywhere, the barriers to women’s economic inclusion reach beyond work and salary to encompass property ownership, capital, credit, and markets. These economic impediments, combined with the cultural constraints usually imposed on women—limited mobility, reproductive vulnerability, and the ever-present threat of violence—form a shadow economy unique to females: I call it “the Double X Economy.”

         If the global community chose to dissolve the economic obstacles facing women, an unprecedented era of peace and prosperity would follow. Over the past decade, a small movement has begun, propelled by the intention to do just that—eliminate the barriers. Though its numbers are still few, this women’s economic empowerment movement now has global reach and counts a rising tide of the world’s most powerful institutions among its partners: national governments, international agencies, large foundations, global charities, religious organizations, and multinational corporations.

         I have been part of the women’s economic empowerment movement from its beginning. My role began with research that tested ideas for helping women gain financial autonomy. Initially, I worked in rural areas, especially in Africa. I tested my own ideas, as well as those of others, and worked face-to-face with women in different countries and under varying circumstances. I also hosted an annual gathering of women’s economic empowerment specialists called the Power Shift Forum for Women in the World Economy, where people working on this cause could share what they were learning. In 2015, my focus shifted. Though I continue to conduct research in remote areas, I now also participate in high-level policy conversations about implementing global reforms that take me to the capitals of the world.

         I am frequently dismayed by what I observe. The national finance ministers who manage the world economy undermine women’s advocates by treating them like a ladies’ auxiliary. The Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) and the G20 may hold a “women’s week” or start an “engagement group” and even put a phrase about women in their communiqués, but they won’t accommodate the distinctive needs of half their citizenry in their plans. They refuse to learn how the exclusion of women hurts their economies or how including women in their 6 national budgeting could bring the growth they so desperately seek. They sideline the Double X Economy on the basis of nothing more than prejudice.

         That’s why we need you. By writing this book, I hope to recruit many voices, hands, and minds to the cause of women’s economic inclusion. I propose concrete, reasonable, and effective action. I ask you to join this movement regardless of your sexual and gender identity, race, or origin. I’m reaching out whether you work in a factory, in an office, on a farm, at home, or online. In this book, every time I say, “We should do this …” or “We can infer that …,” I mean all of us.

         Why are we only now learning about this shadow economy? There have been two obstacles: an absence of data and a blinkered way of thinking about our exchange systems. Economic measurement focuses on the exchange of money, but much of women’s economic contribution, like household production or farm labor, goes uncompensated. Furthermore, the smallest unit of data we usually record is the household, in which women’s earnings are typically attributed to a male head. For these two reasons alone, our systems do not pick up women’s economic activity most of the time.

         To make matters worse, institutions from universities to governments have not generally collected or analyzed data by gender. At the time of the women’s movement of the 1970s, very few females were in academia; as a consequence, no discipline had given women much thought. Over the past fifty years, as women scholars rose in both numbers and prominence, one discipline after another—history, anthropology, psychology, sociobiology, archaeology, medicine, and biological science, to name just a few—was transformed when the simple question was asked, What about the women? But there are a few fields as yet untouched by this wave of intellectual change: economics is one of them. Meanwhile, the absence of consistent gender data has meant that comparing the welfare of women here with those there, or even now with then, has been impossible to do systematically.

         The biggest obstacle, however, has been the deep contempt that economists hold for women, which has kept them from taking up the 7 question. Those who manage the cogs and wheels of national economies train in the Ph.D. programs of university economics departments, where they learn to think of the economy as a disinterested machine operating far above the ground where issues like gender exclusion occur. It is also in the universities that economists learn to demean and dismiss women as a class.

         Male economists’ animus toward women has recently been the subject of essays in The New York Times, The Washington Post, the Financial Times, and The Economist. Press attention was sparked by a study that revealed, in shocking detail, what economists say about women in private. A million posts from an online discussion group where economics students and faculty gossip about their colleagues were analyzed to see whether, in unguarded moments, economists spoke about men and women differently. The words most frequently used about a female colleague were hotter, lesbian, sexism, tits, anal, marrying, feminazi, slut, hot, vagina, boobs, pregnant, pregnancy, cute, marry, levy, gorgeous, horny, crush, beautiful, secretary, dump, shopping, date, nonprofit, intentions, sexy, dated, and prostitute. The terms used in connection with males were mathematician, pricing, advisor, textbook, motivated, Wharton, goals, Nobel, and philosopher. Female economists told journalists these word lists reflect the way senior economists teach junior members to disparage women.1

         Economics is the most male-dominated field in the universities worldwide—more so than even the science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) fields. Because of rising numbers of women in science, more than half of Ph.D.s in scientific fields now go to women in some countries—like the United States—but less than a third of economics doctorates do.2 Women’s representation hasn’t improved in decades because economists don’t see a problem with their gender mix. As explained by the economist Shelly Lundberg, “Conventional wisdom in most disciplines is that diversity per se is good. Mainstream economics tends to reject that—a reflection of the willingness to believe that lack of diversity is an efficient market outcome. Economists are much more likely to believe that if there aren’t many women in the field, it must be because they’re not very interested or not very productive.”38

         The culture of economics departments, however, strongly suggests a different explanation. Forty-eight percent of female economics professors say they have experienced sex discrimination on the job. There is a pervasive atmosphere of bullying: many point to the economics research presentations required of new recruits, junior professors, and doctoral students, which are always subject to hostile scrutiny by the male faculty “trying to nail the speaker to the blackboard.” At academic conferences, 46 percent of women say they will not answer a question or present an idea for fear of being treated unfairly. In 2018, the American Economic Association acknowledged that misogyny in the field resulted in “unacceptable behavior [that] has been allowed to continue through tacit toleration.” Leah Boustan, a Princeton economist, explains that economics professors see women as an inferior class whose entry into the discipline threatens their status. These academics therefore intimidate women, hoping they will leave—so as to keep their own prestige intact.4

         Economics as a discipline has an outsize impact on society because of its role in advising governments. “If systemic gender bias skews the way the field looks at things,” said The Economist, “that has implications for the policymakers and others looking to academic economists for analysis, advice or indeed wisdom.”5 Economics professors’ bias against real women translates into a negative attitude toward the topic of women’s economics, making it hard for the Double X Economy to win a place on the global agenda.

         The philosophy that underpins this intransigent stance also presents an imposing barrier. The first principle is that the economy is built on the collective actions of rational, informed individuals who act independently to make free choices in their own interest. Such an economy, if left to its own devices, is said to aggregate into the optimal outcomes for everyone—no matter how unequal things may look—as if guided by Adam Smith’s famous “invisible hand.” If someone has not benefited from this economic dexterity, then she either has some inborn deficit or has self-selected into her disadvantages.

         The Double X Economy struggles with conditions so opposed to these basic premises that they falsify the entire philosophy. As we shall see over the course of this book, women, as a class, have severely constrained 9 choices, have important information actively withheld from them, and are punished for showing anything like self-interest. Indeed, when it comes to economic choices, women can seldom act independently; rather, they are often coerced into acting irrationally—that is, against their own best interests. Women contend with economic exclusion, not merely unequal economic outcomes—a circumstance that the dismal science doesn’t even have the tools to conceptualize. And the only explanation the prevailing philosophy can offer is that (a) women are biologically inferior when it comes to any kind of economic engagement or (b) they have chosen to put themselves in an underprivileged position in every country and every domain in the world economy, a proposition that is as bigoted as it is implausible. So, right at its roots, the global market’s economic philosophy can’t even address half the world’s people. As a female economist writing in the Financial Times warned, “It is just as bad to have mainly male economic research and policy advice as it is to test medicines mainly on men. The results will fail at least half the population.”6

         Because of this stubbornness in academia, the data analysis that revealed the Double X Economy’s profile has been done by gender groups within large international agencies, not universities. Early in this century, major institutions like the United Nations Development Programme and the World Economic Forum began comparing measures of women’s status (education, employment, leadership, health, legal rights) with the performance data of national economies.7 Given the basic assumptions of economics-as-we-know-it, they were surprised to discover a striking correlation between gender equality and national economic viability (Figure 1). Where gender equality was high, national incomes and living standards were also high, but where gender equality was low, countries were trapped in poverty and conflict.

         At first, people said, “Oh, well, in the poor countries, they have to worry about survival, so it is necessary for the men to be dominant. The rich nations are more comfortable, so they can afford to let the women have more freedom.”8 Yet there was never any evidence that male dominance is necessary for survival. In fact, we can now say, with considerable evidentiary support, that excessive male dominance is actually a destabilizing factor that reduces the chances for survival, especially because it so often leads to conflict. But the default explanation that gender equality was a luxury—and that male power somehow made populations better off—fit people’s beliefs, so, at the time, folks just accepted it.10

         
            
[image: ]FIGURE 1. Each dot on the two graphs shown here represents a country’s Women’s Economic Opportunity Index score as related to either readiness for growth (top) or GDP (bottom). There are approximately one hundred nations shown in each graph; all those for which the data was available were included. In the top graph, the upward-right direction of the dots indicates that more economic freedom for women corresponds positively to national competitiveness, a measure of a country’s readiness for growth. On the bottom, there is a similar pattern between GDP per capita and women’s economic empowerment. These two graphs taken together, showing the “before” and “after” of rising GDP, imply that women’s freedoms have a positive effect on national wealth. Other data has converged to reach the same conclusion.

               Sources: World Bank Database for GDP at purchasing power parity; Economist Intelligence Unit for the Women’s Economic Opportunity Index; World Economic Forum for the National Competitiveness Index

            

         

         11In 2006, however, the World Economic Forum’s annual Global Gender Gap Report began framing the economics of gender differently, taking the stance that including women equally in national economies spurred growth and that, without fair inclusion of women, countries would stagnate. The solution for poor countries, therefore, was to emulate the rich nations by embracing gender equality. The lesson implied: it’s not that the rich nations could afford to set their women free, but that setting the women free made them rich.

         Still more data has now been generated and further analysis done by the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, UNICEF, and several global think tanks.9 By 2018, all this material had converged to show gender equality positively influencing country wealth and overall well-being, while also showing the negative influences of male economic monopoly. During the same period, smaller practical studies—such as ours in Ghana—examined the mechanisms that produce gender inequality and tested interventions to find “what works” to lift the limits on female participation. Ultimately, our understanding of women’s role in economics changed drastically.
12

         The Double X Economy can be grasped in a way similar to the underground economy, the gig economy, the information economy, and the informal economy. Each of these is an identifiable part of the world system, though none is completely self-contained; all have an effect on the global economy and will play a part in its future, for better or worse. The Double X Economy is an economy composed of women. It has certain ways of doing business, as well as typical products and services. And, while it is as invisible as the underground economy to many, the Double X Economy will affect the future, just as it has the past. The goal for the women’s economic empowerment movement is to make that future better, not worse.

         In the beginning of the women’s economic empowerment movement, we usually made the case for supporting the Double X Economy on the basis of the expected boost to economic growth. That strategy appealed to the audience—mostly economists and finance ministers who were interested in growth but unmoved by appeals to social justice for women. Over time, we began to use GDP as shorthand for the magnitude and direction of any large-scale effect when women were included (or not). That is how I will use GDP. I am not suggesting that we should empower women for growth alone. The indiscriminate drive for more growth is a defining feature of patriarchal economics; it should not be our main goal.

         The numbers show that the Double X Economy is huge; only resolute blindness causes economists to miss it. To illustrate, if the Double X Economy in the United States were its own nation, that country’s economy would be big enough to join the G7. Women already produce roughly 40 percent of global GDP, and their contribution will soon match that of men. Women produce almost 50 percent of worldwide agricultural output. Despite accounting for half the species, half the national income, and half the food supply, women are nevertheless treated as bit players by economists and policy makers.10

         The Double X Economy is also the most reliable source of economic growth. When great numbers of women in North America and Western Europe entered the labor market during the 1970s, they caused an economic upswing that made their countries the powerhouses you see 13 today. The capability that working women have to create prosperity has now been proved using data from 163 countries.11 Men, in all countries, form the bedrock of the economy because pretty much all of them work, more or less all the time. That means, short of a revolution in productivity, growth is not going to come from male labor because men are maxed out. Women, however, are often an untapped or underutilized resource, so getting more females engaged causes the economy to grow. The data shows that women’s entry into the labor force is additive, so the new trend does not result in employment losses for men, as is often feared. The belief that economic inclusion for women is a zero-sum game—that is, that gains by one sex happen at the expense of the other—has proved false.

         By helping countries to prosper, women’s economic empowerment produces a better environment for all citizens. But the reverse is also true: where women have no freedoms, everyone suffers. In the poorest and most fragile countries, indicators of gender equality are lowest and the effects of women’s economic exclusion are devastating, perpetuating poverty and contributing to violence, as well as increasing hunger, denying children’s needs, wasting resources, feeding slavery, and encouraging conflict. The destructive impact of extreme male dominance in these societies is felt by everyone on earth.

         Enabling women is now a proven strategy in the fight against suffering. “As study after study has taught us, there is no tool for development more effective than the empowerment of women,” wrote Kofi Annan, Secretary-General of the United Nations, in the opening of UNICEF’s The State of the World’s Children report in 2007. “No other policy is as likely to raise economic productivity or to reduce child and maternal mortality. No other policy is as sure to improve nutrition and promote health, including the prevention of HIV/AIDS. No other policy is as powerful in increasing the chances of education for the next generation.” 12 Yet, despite the known capability of economically enabled women to alleviate distress in poor countries, only the thinnest slice of international aid is aimed at females.

         All over the globe, the opportunity cost of excluding the Double X Economy is steep. For instance, the rich nations’ failure to invest in 14 childcare forces millions of women who prefer full-time jobs to work part-time or quit completely, leaving billions in GDP on the table. “The motherhood penalty” is also the single biggest contributor to the gender pay gap. The World Bank estimates that, because of unequal pay, the global economy loses US$160 trillion every year,13 while penalizing the Double X Economy for some of its most important economic work—the cultivation of human capital.

         An educated, healthy population is the most valuable resource a modern economy can have. The West, however, has come to see children as private luxuries rather than public assets. Parents must pour money and effort into their children until they can sustain themselves. Once children are grown, they are seldom expected to provide economic support to their parents. So, raising children feels like consumption, not investment. Perhaps that’s why people in rich nations have lost sight of how important each rising generation is to every cohort ahead of them—we all must rely on other people’s children to be our firefighters, police, and construction crews, not to mention the teachers, doctors, musicians, and librarians who make our lives safer and happier.

         The Double X Economy lays the groundwork for a positive future by its judicious spending on families and communities. Though the prevailing wisdom everywhere is that women are frivolous consumers who blow their money on clothes and cosmetics, while men are rational and responsible economic beings, evidence reveals this belief to be straight-out gender ideology. Men, as a group, often choose to spend money on their own indulgences, rather than sharing it with their families, even prioritizing expenditures on vices such as alcohol, tobacco, gambling, prostitution, and guns above their children’s education. By contrast, women, as a group, spend first on their families, especially children, and communities. A report by Goldman Sachs’s Global Markets Institute argued that the BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, and China) and “Next 11” countries (Bangladesh, Egypt, Indonesia, Iran, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan, the Philippines, Turkey, South Korea, and Vietnam) must achieve gender equality in order to create a middle class, which every market economy needs for stability. Goldman Sachs argued that women’s spending money on improving household welfare—nutrition, 15 education, medical care, clothing, childcare, and household durables—is what builds the middle class.14 Research has demonstrated repeatedly that, even in the poorest communities, economically empowering women increases spending on education, nutrition, and health care, strengthening countries in the process.

         Despite women’s centrality to our material well-being, the Double X Economy is consistently undervalued. This is because a worldwide conviction persists that females simply deserve less. You can see it, for instance, in the Wage Equality for Similar Work data collected each year by the World Economic Forum.15 In the WEF’s Executive Opinion Survey, managers in 132 nations are asked, “In your country, for similar work, to what extent are wages for women equal to those of men?” The sum of their answers is not a direct report of actual pay, but an estimate of what normative practice is in that country—what women are customarily and, implicitly, fairly paid. As you can see in Figure 2, there is no country on earth where the custom is to pay the sexes equally for the same work. A global rule of thumb says that a woman is worth only about 65 percent of what a man is, whatever job they are doing. This prejudice drives women’s subordination in every economic domain.

         In every type of work in every sector, every occupation, and every country, women are paid less than men; every source of pay information, collected by every method, ends in this conclusion. Only through dishonest manipulation of the data can you show any other finding. Unfortunately, plenty of apologists for male dominance are willing to do that, just so they can push out a meme claiming that “the gender pay gap is a fiction.” These trolls massage pay data to control for influences that are clearly gendered, especially the impact of housework and childcare on women’s careers, then announce triumphantly there is no such thing as gender discrimination.

         In truth, the crux of the Double X Economy’s plight is its burden of servitude; so-called “obligations” at home penalize women in the workplace and increase their personal economic risk. Women in every country work as many total hours as (or even more than) men, but because females carry the burden of unpaid household labor, they have fewer 16 hours to devote to paid work, as well as to leisure time. Men can work longer paid hours—and garner the economic benefits—because women are serving them at home.

         
            
[image: ]FIGURE 2. The Wage Equality for Similar Work measure is expressed as the percentage of men’s pay that women are paid for the same or similar work. The black bar marks the level at which women would be paid equally to men. You can easily see that women are not customarily paid equally for the same work in any country in the world. Countries are shown alphabetically, starting with Albania and ending with Venezuela.

               Source: World Economic Forum, The Global Gender Gap Report, 2018

            

         

         Cross-national comparisons demonstrate this trade-off for women and governments. As illustrated in Figure 3, women’s participation in the labor force has led to higher GDP per capita in wealthy countries like Sweden, the United States, and the U.K., all nations where women work in numbers nearly equal to men but put in fewer paid hours. Women in these countries still do more housework than men—from 30 percent more in Sweden to nearly double that figure in the U.K. So, women and men work an equal number of hours in total, but the men are getting paid for most of their time, while the women are doing more unpaid. Mexico, Turkey, and India have lower female labor participation and, consequently, lower GDPs. Women at home are a significant opportunity cost to these nations. Their women do three to seven times more housework than men. The domestic burden is so skewed in Turkey and India that women work at home for an hour to two hours more 17than men every day—they’re still mopping floors while their husbands are watching TV.

         
            
[image: ]FIGURE 3. The percentage of women working varies from the top to the bottom of this table, more or less matching the GDP per capita of each country. This is the connection between working women and national wealth. The third column shows the proportion of time women in that country, as compared with men, spend in unpaid work. In the fourth column is the relationship between all hours spent working, whether paid or unpaid, as compared with men. The fifth column shows each country’s rank in the World Economic Forum’s Economic Participation and Opportunity Index. The more housework women do, the fewer opportunities are made available to them.

               Sources: World Economic Forum, The Global Gender Gap Report, 2017, for labor and Economic Participation and Opportunity rank; CIA, World Factbook, 2017, for GDP per capita; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development database for time use, accessed November 2, 2018

            

         

         Women’s economic viability is therefore inversely related to their position at home: the more housework women do, the less economic opportunity they have. Subservience in the household also imposes disproportionate losses and risks on women. They are typically expected to subordinate their own ambition to that of their husbands. It is virtually always the woman who quits or shifts to part-time work when children come; he continues building his career while hers flounders or goes up in smoke. Women turn down opportunities to advance because their husbands refuse to relocate, even though women are usually expected to relocate for their spouses. Women’s “responsibilities” in 18 the home gradually result in lower pay and less advancement at work, but the impact does not stop there: if a couple divorces or the husband dies, the woman and her children will experience economic hardship, and often fall into poverty. Because of a lifetime’s accumulation of economic disadvantages, a woman’s pension or retirement account will be significantly smaller than a man’s, so women are more likely to be poor in old age, becoming a burden to their families and their governments.16

         The work that women do at home is essential for the functioning of the economic system. However, the practice of measuring only money as a proxy for economic activity has meant that work done in the home does not have a value attached to it. Unfortunately, that omission has developed, over time, into a propensity on the part of economists to treat that labor as if it were without value entirely. That’s why feminist economists and women’s economic empowerment activists are pushing hard to get governments and their advisors to calculate the value of this unpaid work and include it in their models.

         The Double X Economy has never enjoyed an equal share of the wealth it helps produce, largely because women have not been equal owners in family assets. Globally, less than 20 percent of the world’s landowners are women. Because land has for so long been society’s main store of wealth—and women have nearly always been prohibited from owning it—females now hold much less capital worldwide than men do. Even as wealth expands and some women become rich, they still don’t get a fair share.17

         Another reason women hold less wealth today is that they haven’t had the means to keep money safely and privately, nor the ability to invest it. The Double X Economy has been barred from the financial system for centuries; only in the 1970s did women in the West win the right to have bank accounts and credit cards in their own names. Today, women in the developing world push for those same rights. Unfortunately, disrespect for women is still the order of the day in finance, even when it is in the sector’s best interest to be welcoming. Bankers protest that females are risky investments, that they care about babies not business, that they are unprofitable financial customers—any excuse 19they can think of. But nothing the financial sector says to disparage women should be taken seriously, because these institutions do not separate their records by gender and so their views are based on stereotypes rather than evidence.18 They literally don’t know what they’re talking about.

         In a world given to congratulating itself on open exchange and free trade, the Double X Economy routinely struggles against gender-based barriers to market entry. Guilds, unions, cooperatives, and marketing boards historically have barred women in the West, something that is still true in other parts of the world. But at the level of global exchange, where the markets and profits are very large, the exclusion of women is nearly total. Very few women participate in international trade or win large institutional sales contracts, both areas of the economy in which men control a staggering 99 percent of business. Yet, according to the International Monetary Fund, introducing better gender balance to global trade would be beneficial, because such diversity makes economies more resistant to downturns and more prone to innovation.19

         The Double X Economy is also constrained in the marketplace because women have limited access to productive resources. Everywhere, females have difficulty commanding the equipment, labor, and materials needed to found and grow their own enterprises. Customers and suppliers believe it’s permissible to cheat women, who then may be unable to turn the same profits as their male competitors. Though the constraints are systemic, female entrepreneurs are often criticized for slower business growth; detractors insist that “women just don’t know anything about business” or that “women really aren’t serious about growth.”

         The efficient operation of a market assumes the free flow of information. Even in the digital age, however, women have less access to data. While women in developed nations use resources like the internet and mobile phones in numbers equal to men, there has been a large gender gap in the rest of the world in access to information communications technologies. The gap stems from long-standing habits of keeping women at home and controlling their communication with the outside world. 20

         Due to historical gender barriers to learning, the Double X Economy has always had limited access to information. Since the invention of writing and mathematics, societies have limited women’s education. Ancient cultures forbade them literacy; today, adult women are more often illiterate than any other segment of the world’s population. Over the millennia, education for girls—where it existed at all—focused on household arts, leaving issues of law, medicine, finance, government, and management to boys. Women were not admitted to universities until the nineteenth century, and some disciplines, usually science and mathematics, were off-limits to them until after World War II. When women closed the achievement gap in these subjects during the 1990s, it was because governments had at last given them equal access to higher math classes.20 Any alleged cognitive deficits had been caused not by inferior female brains but by men who denied women schooling.

         Today, the world’s women are approaching equality to men in education for the first time in history; indeed, in the developed nations, they are already educated to an equal or greater degree than men. Yet women are still held back from realizing their potential. Consider that among the G7 countries—the United States, the U.K., France, Germany, Italy, Japan, and Canada—women between the ages of twenty-five and fifty-four are 10 percent more likely to have completed higher education than men of the same age (Figure 4). Though female labor force participation is very high and women occupy an equal number of the professional and technical jobs that require the most specialized training and skill, they have not advanced at a rate commensurate with their qualification: men are twice as likely to hold leadership posts in the public or private sectors. This lack of advancement is one reason why, across the G7 countries, women earn only 62 percent of what men do. Meanwhile, young women in the G7 are currently enrolled in higher education nearly 20 percent more often than men are. Unless the barriers that blocked the previous generation are removed, the next cohort of young women will move through their careers slowly and be underemployed at every stage.

         Think about what goes into educating these women. Family savings. Government loans and scholarships. Gifts to universities. Taxpayer 21contributions. These nations are deploying significant resources to educate women, yet they are underutilizing female talent.

         
            
[image: ]FIGURE 4. The columns show key economic measures as female-to-male ratios. The black bar marks where women would be equal with men. Where the column rises above that bar, women have exceeded men; in the columns that fall below the bar, equality has not been reached. So, from the left, women in the G7 have exceeded men in completion of higher education by 10 percent; are 85 percent of men’s representation in the labor force; are paid 62 cents on the dollar; are in less than half the leadership posts men are; are equally likely to be in employment that requires specialized skill; and are now enrolled in higher education nearly 20 percent more often than men are.

               Source: World Economic Forum, The Global Gender Gap Report, 2017

            

         

         Ironically, the G7 countries face the imminent prospect of slow or even zero growth, a problem that better inclusion of women would solve. There is also a skills gap looming in which new jobs will require highly skilled labor, but there won’t be enough who meet the qualifications—in part because the G7 countries are throwing some of their best people under the bus. The Double X Economy may well be the world’s most wantonly wasted resource.

         Just as important to national economies, however, is the power of gender equality to reduce costs that drag on growth. For instance,
22domestic violence, a phenomenon closely linked to economic gender inequality within communities, is extremely expensive for nations. Over and above the inestimable price of human suffering, there are the police calls, emergency room visits, women’s shelters, lost work days, and psychological counseling, which all have price tags that can be used to calculate the aggregate costs. In 2014, the Copenhagen Consensus Center estimated that intimate partner violence against women costs the global economy US$4.4 trillion annually, or 5.2 percent of GDP. To put that into perspective, it’s about the same percentage that nations spend on primary education, and thirty times what the world spends on international aid. Because domestic attacks are so often witnessed by children—and boys tend to repeat the behavior as men—their economic impact continues far into the future.

         Globally, this phenomenon is dramatically skewed, however, with higher levels of intimate partner violence in the poor, conflicted countries where gender equality is lowest: in Sweden, for instance, 24 percent of women have experienced violence at home; in Afghanistan, it’s 87 percent.21 Certainly, 24 percent of Swedish women enduring violence is much too many. But let’s focus on the 76 percent of Swedish men who have not hurt their partners and, indeed, have probably never been violent at all, compared with only 13 percent of Afghans we might say that about. To be sure, men, as a group, are dramatically more violent than women, as a group—and violence is always costly. But violence of all kinds is lower in the nations with high gender equality. Even interstate violence has been declining, worldwide, in the decades since World War II.22

         The reduction in global violence over the past seventy-five years is now referred to as “the Long Peace” in scholarship and international policy. The formal institutions that underpin that trend include the United Nations and the European Union, which were founded in the 1940s with the intention to avoid another conflagration like World War II—the bloodiest war in human history, at 58 million casualties. These organizations, designed primarily to achieve peace, have charters that include gender equality as a top priority. Indeed, experts attribute the decline in interstate violence since the war to three main factors: the expansion 23 of international economic activity, the spread of democracy, and the dramatic rise in gender equality.23

         The postwar order aspired to repurpose economic activity away from military spending and toward international trade, as a way of maintaining peace. Unfortunately, by the early 1950s, the West was forced to rearm in response to the aggressive stance taken by the Soviet Union. Speaking of this rearmament, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, president of the United States, lamented:

         
            Every gun that is made, every warship launched, every rocket fired signifies, in the final sense, a theft from those who hunger and are not fed, those who are cold and are not clothed. This world in arms is not spending money alone. It is spending the sweat of its laborers, the genius of its scientists, the hopes of its children … This is not a way of life at all, in any true sense. Under the cloud of threatening war, it is humanity hanging from a cross of iron.24

         

         Though international trade grew and the Long Peace held, the Cold War brought a massive arms race. The world still spends heavily on arms: today, the United States allocates more than half its discretionary budget to its military, an amount increasing steeply under President Trump. Think what good could be done with even a partial reallocation of that money. In this book, I will often discuss the links between warrior economies, male dominance, all forms of violence, and the distribution of essential resources.

         The constraints on the Double X Economy are enforced by threats of violence. We know now, however, that male violence is not part of our biological package. If male violence were a hardwired condition we could not change, the number of attacks on women would not vary by geography or over time. Certainly, you would not see whole societies, such as Sweden, where the overwhelming majority of men are not violent.

         The evidence at hand, in fact, compels us to begin making a distinction between two groups of men: those who support gender equality and those who don’t. In the Western nations especially, surveys show 24 that most men have bought into basic principles such as equality of access, pay, and advancement. There are still, however, those men who retain hostility toward women’s presence in the economy and women’s subsequent rise in status. These guys are often quick to anger when the topic comes up, which then influences the behavior of the men around them. Furthermore, economic institutions often perpetuate gender inequality in ways that are invisible to these short-tempered males, who too often have authority over more reasonable men, largely because the organizations they’re in still treat aggression as the preferred material for leadership. I believe that these group behaviors and institutional norms perpetuate the economic gender gap in a big way, but their effect goes unnoticed in the rush to find fault with women. So, going forward, I will be emphasizing the role of groups, as well as making the distinction between some men and most men.

         A tragic outcome of women’s economic exclusion is that women are themselves traded as commodities. The slave trade I mentioned in the opening of this chapter is a global phenomenon, bigger than ever in history. The vast majority of slaves, about 70 percent, are female. Though economic vulnerability is what usually causes females to become human trafficking victims, the trade is not limited to poor nations, as the recent revelations about Jeffrey Epstein’s sex trafficking ring illustrate. And, as became clear in that tragic case, the institutions meant to protect vulnerable females often fail them. That’s one reason why Kevin Bales, the leading expert on human trafficking, advises that the only way to rid the world of slavery is to economically empower the victims.25

         The Double X Economy also suffers from hostility in workplaces and markets all over the world. Most women have either experienced sexual assault at work or know someone who has, but this reality was swept under the rug for so long that the #MeToo movement caught people by surprise. Sexual predators exist in factories and high-tech companies, just as they do in Hollywood. Supervisors stalk female agricultural workers, attacking them in open fields where they can’t be seen or heard. Venture capitalists try fondling women seeking investment and then refuse to support them if they do not comply. Commuter 25 violence puts women in danger every day. There is no industry and no country where women are safe.

         The Double X Economy is also consistently undercut by everyday bigotry. Businesses and other institutions avoid confronting this reality, instead hiding behind flashy but insincere “diversity programs” and euphemizing bigotry as “unconscious bias.” Unconscious bias is a specific cognitive phenomenon in which well-established habits of perception produce shortcuts in the brain’s processing. Those shortcuts do sometimes result in unconscious acts of unfairness, but the reason that happens is that the cerebral connections were already imprinted by years of learning that women are less worthy. The term is now widely used, however, as a blame-free smoke screen for anyone committing discrimination, whether unconscious or overt, to hide behind. Labeling all discrimination “unconscious bias” only provides cover for those who are consciously biased to continue in unrepentant acts of prejudice.

         In companies where males are more dominant—as a rule of thumb, where 70 percent or more of the employees are men—there is more sexual harassment and discrimination against women. However, there is also a marked propensity to mistreat male employees in these organizations. Bullying and autocracy become the order of the day. In male-dominant sectors, the employers are more likely to be “greedy institutions”—that is, they demand an unlimited lien on all the individuals’ mental and emotional energy, compelling employees to put their work first, laying claim to all private time, and devaluing other forms of activity, including family life and sleep. Men in such organizations have a significantly higher incidence of health problems, especially heart disease. Here is where we see what the Japanese call karōshi—literally, “overwork death.”26 The toxic environments in such firms can be attributed, in part, to the group dynamic among the men, which, as the tension accelerates, tends to produce more aggression as well as negative attitudes toward women.

         Gender balance makes workplaces friendlier and fairer, while also spurring superior business outcomes. Study after study shows that the best results come from work teams composed of both women and men: 26 they produce better products, more innovation, and stronger financial returns. Corporate boards with at least 30 percent women show vastly improved performance, with higher financial returns, reduced risk, better governance, improved accountability, fairer personnel management, more transparency, more environmentally sustainable operations, and less inclination to award outrageous salaries or bonuses.

         Governments and the public benefit from diverse corporate leadership because the improved transparency and risk reduction protect the stability of the overall economy. A number of social and environmental benefits are also attributable to the values women bring to corporate leadership. A 2012 study from the University of California at Berkeley showed that companies with higher numbers of women on their boards are more likely to invest in renewable power, to actively measure and reduce the environmental effects of their production and packaging, to implement carbon-reduction programs among their suppliers, to integrate the impact of climate change into their planning and financial decisions, to help customers manage climate change risks, to work actively to improve their operations’ energy efficiency, and to minimize and mitigate biodiversity disturbances.27

         The Double X Economy therefore brings an ethic of leadership that could quell the worst impulses of the patriarchal system. Having been excluded from the world of high finance and quick riches throughout history, women appear to assess risk more realistically than do men. Having been charged with the cultivation of children, they seem to have a longer horizon than their male compatriots for return on investment, as well as a greater aversion to long-term damage, such as is happening to the environment. Perhaps because of their historical emphasis on home and connection, women are more likely to invest in their communities, to give to charity, and to demand social responsibility from both the products and stocks they buy.

         In the rich nations, including the Double X Economy increases efficiency and performance while reducing risk and waste. In the poorest nations, enabling the Double X Economy can act as a counterweight to the unrelenting pull toward disaster that extreme male dominance causes. But the greatest potential may be in the middle: the “emerging 27 economies”—places like Brazil and Turkey—all rank somewhere between the comparatively better gender conditions of the rich countries and the despair in the conflict zones. These middle-income economies are working successfully toward achieving stability and prosperity, but they remain vulnerable, not least because half their population is so deeply disadvantaged by discriminatory economic practices. Women’s economic empowerment within the households of emerging economies can equalize family decision-making, lift livelihoods, reduce interpersonal stress, and open opportunities for all members.

         Women are economically disadvantaged in every country in the world. Indeed, it appears that women are economically unequal within every group on the planet. There are no religious, ethnic, class, or racial groups in which women, as a class, are as economically autonomous as men. It’s because females are unequal in every group that a program to better include women economically would benefit all segments of the world population, including the most marginalized people.

         Never in history have we had such a vivid blueprint for eliminating suffering, achieving justice, and ensuring peace. Never before has it been possible to troubleshoot one problem and solve so many others. What we can achieve is worth every effort we can make, every new tool we can invent, and any funds we have to invest. Now is the time for all women and men to join the movement to empower the Double X Economy.28
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            2 | BEHIND THE BIG DATA

         

         Graphs describing the Double X Economy can tell us what happened but not why. If we are going to work for meaningful change, however, knowing what lies behind the data is essential; otherwise, we’ll take practical steps that fail or even cause harm. So, once we have seen the big data, we want to get as close as we can to the subject and look for something more like a narrative than a spreadsheet. Let me illustrate by telling you the rest of the story of our sanitary pads project in Africa and then a very different tale from the American business schools.

         At the beginning of the sanitary pads work in 2008, we hoped to answer a question that was already getting a lot of attention in policy circles: early data showed a strong connection between secondary-level education for girls and rising GDP, but in the poorest countries, girls seldom made it past primary school. No one really knew why girls dropped out, but many explanations were floated: girls were needed for chores at home, parents preferred to spend money educating boys, and older girls cared for younger siblings.

         Local wisdom in Ghana held that teenage girls dropped out of school because they were too materialistic; girls would trade sex, they said, for new clothes and mobile phones. And girls were “rightly punished” when they became pregnant and were forced to leave school, 30 or so I was indignantly told. As self-satisfied as this story sounded, I had to admit that it explained another phenomenon, where adolescent fertility dropped as school enrollment rose. This inverse relationship between enrollment and pregnancy seemed logical enough, but it was as yet unclear why either factor would produce rising GDP (Figure 5).

         Our hypothesis was that girls in poor areas lacked adequate sanitary care, and so once they began menstruating, they stayed home several days a month. We speculated that absence from school made the girls fall behind, become discouraged, and finally drop out. Once they had given up school, they had no options other than to get married and start a family. If we could break that pattern, more education among girls would lead to more female participation in the labor force, which would stimulate growth—and the girls would have more choices. Livelihoods would improve and the tax base would grow; if governments provided pads, they might reap benefits that would offset the expense.

         Ours was not an unreasonable hypothesis, because if you look at the moment in life that girls drop out (Figure 6), instead of the moment in school, a link between menarche—the first occurrence of menstruation—and leaving school seemed likely. Despite this logic, we met with resistance from professionals in international aid—people working for charities, as well as governments and international agencies—because no one from a poor village had ever raised a problem about menstruation to them.1 The U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) dismissed our idea as frivolous. Others tossed aside our scenario as a figment of Western imagination. Yet the consensus approach to the dropout rate then revolved around poster campaigns intended to convince parents that girls’ education was a great idea—and it was not working.

         When my British colleagues joined me on the ground in Accra, we began meeting with the government to get permission for the fieldwork, seeking ethics approval, and visiting local nongovernmental organizations to ask for their help in implementing our field test. When we began visiting the NGOs, however, we hit a roadblock. We struck out every time. NGO personnel told us the women already had sanitary pads. Or they said the women used some ancient ritual device for the purpose, and it worked just fine. But these answers were made up—no one had ever actually broached the subject with the women themselves.31

         
            
[image: ]FIGURE 5. The graph at the top shows that GDP increases as more teenage girls remain in school. Notice that the benefit is attached to enrollment, not graduation. Every year a girl is in school helps her and her country. The graph at the bottom shows that GDP also goes up when fewer teens get pregnant. So, as enrollment goes up, teen pregnancy goes down, but GDP goes up in both cases.

               Source: World Bank Database, accessed December 15, 2018 (latest available data)32

            

         

         
            
[image: ]FIGURE 6. This line graph distills hundreds of photographs and field notes my colleagues and I took of school enrollment records in rural and peri-urban Ghana and, later, in Uganda (where the randomized trial of the intervention was done). As in this graph, the drop in girls’ enrollment between primary and secondary school—when most girls were eleven to fourteen years old—always looked like a ski jump.

            

         

         CARE International’s office in Kumasi (a city in south-central Ghana) was our last chance to convince an NGO to help us. For the first twenty minutes of the meeting, my colleague, Paul Montgomery, and I were sure they were going to turn us down. Then suddenly, a big man walked into the room, breathless from running late. Conversation stopped; everyone turned in his direction. The man explained that when he heard we were coming to discuss sanitary care, he had decided to find out for himself whether there was an issue. He had gone out to the villages to ask the women and was just returning. “The problem is real,” he said simply, adding as he sat down, “They just don’t talk about it.” A little later, Paul and I piled into the big man’s truck and headed out to talk to the women and begin seeking approvals from community elders.

         The big man, George Appiah, always called ahead to the chiefs, so 33 each council was prepared to receive us. When we arrived, we would be greeted by women singing and dancing—a welcome ritual that I loved. But once we settled in for the meeting, only men were gathered for decision-making; we inevitably had to negotiate a way to include the women.

         One particular village sticks in my mind. We were seated beneath a large tree, with an older, all-male council facing us. We asked whether some of the women could join us and were assured that was not necessary. We insisted. So they called to the women, who gathered under another tree, too far away for them to see or hear us and vice versa. We asked whether the women might sit with the rest of us, pointing out that our project was really a women’s issue. The council gave the okay and the women moved over. As we explained the problem, I could see the men’s eyes grow shocked, then uncomfortable, and finally a bit glassy as they decided this was not a matter they wanted to think or talk about. I suggested we might go with the women to a more private spot for discussion and agreement. The men were relieved to let that happen.

         We went to an empty classroom in the school and, now able to speak candidly, explained our mission. The women were very interested, but since they had never seen a sanitary pad, they had trouble imagining what they would be approving. I had purchased pads at kiosks along the road to see what products were available and at what prices, so I had some with me. I then grabbed a half-full bottle of warm Coca-Cola sitting in a cup holder in the truck. With the women gathered close and straining to see, a young woman from CARE poured Coke across a pad, then lifted it up to show that the brown liquid did not leak through. “Aaaahhh!” the women breathed, all at once, then laughed. Their leader, called the “queen mother,” shouted that they all approved the research.

         Before we began the actual field test, though, we interviewed hundreds of people—teachers, nurses, school officials, parents, and students—all over Ghana. We found that girls did indeed miss school because they had only improvised sanitary materials. However, we also learned that they did not drop out of school from academic discouragement but because of forced marriage, pregnancy, or a decision to run away. 34

         When a girl menstruated, we were told, she was considered “ripe” by the men in her community and therefore both marriageable and sexually available. Her father would want to marry her off quickly to get the “bride price,” a significant payment that a groom makes to the father in exchange for his daughter. The going rate for a wife was about US$500, with which a father could buy a cow and still have US$150 left over. The girl’s marriage also unburdened the parents of her education and upkeep. So marrying your daughter off early looked like a great deal.

         The father usually chose the prospective husband who made the best offer or struck a bargain with someone to whom he owed a debt. I once asked a teacher in Ghana whether daughters had any choice over what man they married. “No!” he snapped. “When you are a woman, you do not choose!” I let it drop, unsure whether he was incensed by the practice or with me for asking an impertinent question.

         After marrying, the daughter usually moved to live with her husband’s family, often in a village some distance away, and was thereafter required to turn over any earnings she might have to him or his relatives. The birth parents, therefore, did not see any economic value in keeping their daughters in school; they were more likely to invest in their sons’ education because the boys stay at home, gradually taking over farms and supporting their parents in old age. These cultural arrangements—common across the developing world—result in a strong preference for sons.

         The girls in Ghana became pregnant out of wedlock for many reasons, including the usual one where passions and pleasure just ran away with them. But there was also a high incidence of “transactional sex” (sex in return for some favor, object, or payment) because the girls had few options to earn money. Girls being raised by a relative other than their parents—which was often the case, given the HIV/AIDS epidemic—sometimes had their economic support taken away from them when they began to menstruate. The relative would insist that the girl was a woman now and should be able to take care of herself. As we were told by mothers, aunts, and grandmothers, the common expectation was that the girl would “take a boyfriend” to support herself, especially if she wanted to stay in school. If she got pregnant, this boyfriend 35 sometimes married her, but otherwise she and her child fell further into poverty.

         Too often, pregnancy was the result of rape. I was shocked at how common forced sex was and how much it was tolerated. A 2012 study of fifty thousand schoolgirls in ten African countries showed that a third of sixteen-year-old girls had experienced forced sex, usually from about the age of twelve—probably on the arrival of puberty. Coercion was more likely when the community had a favorable attitude toward transactional sex, and many adults themselves had experienced forced sex.2

         Once a community knew that a girl had menstruated, men would begin following her to and from school. This stalking behavior—euphemistically called “eve-teasing”—is common in developing countries. The “solution” to rape was for the attacker to marry the girl as a way of making things right with her father. Few seemed worried about the trauma suffered by the girl. Male sexual aggression was just an expected part of life. We saw lots of public health campaigns aimed at sexual abstinence, but it was plain that unwanted pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases weren’t going away with “just say no.”

         We could now see that many girls were indeed leaving school because of pregnancy, as conventional wisdom held, but it wasn’t because girls wanted stylish clothes and cool cell phones. Instead, the overwhelming sexual pressure, much of it coercive, as well as a total absence of economic options, pushed the girls in that direction. However, if you could put the brakes on this pressure, GDP would undoubtedly go up, not only because of the better labor supply but also because the many social, health, and economic costs associated with adolescent fertility would go down. The World Bank estimates that keeping girls in school through the twelfth grade would save poor countries between US$15 trillion and US$30 trillion in lost lifetime productivity and earnings. Child marriage costs the world about 1.4 percent of GDP annually, an average of US$4 trillion a year.3

         Keeping menstruation a secret was critically important to making the change. Unfortunately, the materials girls used in place of sanitary pads were a dead giveaway. They used “found” cloth, usually scraps from old garments, but sometimes stuffing from mattresses or anything 36 else that might absorb fluid. However, the materials usually were not absorbent enough, so leaks were frequent; if that happened in a public place like school, they were “outed.”

         But it gets worse. Cloth has to be washed and dried, yet there was no plumbing, and often girls did not have soap or a private place where the materials could dry. They rinsed the cloth in river water (which is often unclean) and tried to dry it in a secret place, usually under a bed, where it was dark and dirty. Because cloth was scarce, they had to wear each scrap again, even while it was still damp. After a day or two, the cloth would emit a distinctive odor that everyone recognized, and some would comment openly. The health agencies taught girls to hang cloth to dry in sunlight, but putting the bloodstained rags in public view only made the girls more vulnerable. Men in northern Ghana once told my male colleagues that the sight of bloody cloth hanging to dry was arousing, because it meant the girl inside was “ready.”

         Inadequate infrastructure made the situation even worse. Schools were few and far apart. Roads were so badly eroded that crossing them could be akin to rock climbing. The improvised menstrual materials would shift in the girls’ underwear as they moved, making leaks more likely. Schools frequently had no toilets at all, while other latrines were boarded up. Some schools had one toilet that was shared by boys and girls. There was never water for cleaning up.

         Girls who did go to school during their periods worried all day about leaks. Their anxiety was particularly intense because of teaching methods in the schools. Instruction is done orally and performance by recitation. Students were expected to stand to respond to questions. Fear of blood on the back of a skirt discouraged girls’ participation; the anxiety about it interfered with learning.

         That’s why girls who were menstruating at school would often run from the classroom and hide in the undergrowth while they changed—an awkward, messy business when you are using cloth scraps. While they were out there with their panties down, they were vulnerable to any men watching them in wait for an opportunity. So, existing practices increased the risk of discovery, with more serious consequences than mere embarrassment. 37

         Disposable pads would offer a considerable advantage under these circumstances, but we knew there would be people in the West who would push for the use of cloth pads instead of disposables for environmental reasons. We did a short test of several cloth options at a big secondary school. We found that even when the cloth pads were given to the girls, they would purchase disposables if they had the money and the pads were available. In fact, they would go without food rather than without pads. But the disposable pads were not available in the most remote villages, which presented a distribution problem.4 Menstrual cups and tampons were out of the question: putting a foreign object inside a virgin was a strong taboo.

         These conditions led us to first test commercially made sanitary pads, not cloth, and we trucked them in ourselves. Here’s why. Disposables are cleaner; we forget they are called sanitary pads for a reason. All cloth pads, regardless of how they are put together, have the same hygienic issues. Commercial pads are also infinitely more reliable; the sticky plastic strip not only protects from leakage but also secures the pads to panties and makes them changeable in seconds. The ones we eventually chose for the test could last for eight hours if necessary. Because of poor nutrition, menstrual flow was lighter than in the West; most could get by on one pad a day. That meant they could make do with one ten-pack a month, at a total cost of US$1, which was affordable even in very poor communities. The pads were also biodegradable except for the plastic strip on the underside. In any case, we found a better way to handle disposal: an incinerator invented by a Ugandan engineer, Moses Musaazi, could be attached to the wall of the restrooms, with a slot accessible from inside so that girls could dispose of pads privately. The pads could then be burned at medical-waste temperatures, with zero emissions, after girls simply lit a match.

         The trade-off between using disposable pads for this purpose and allowing runaway adolescent fertility to continue was also something to consider: such population growth has a massive impact on the environment. Furthermore, girls in the West use four to six times the number of pads and have the means to keep cloth clean. Those girls can cope 38 better; poor African schoolgirls should not have to pay for the sins of the rich countries.

         There was no trouble persuading the girls of our purpose. They knew education was their best chance for a better life. Some with older sisters were already trying to hide their periods from their parents. With access to clean, effective, rip-and-stick disposable pads, they might maintain their privacy and possibly delay their first sexual encounter. Eventually, girls would show secondary sex characteristics and would no longer be able to hide, but if pads bought these girls even a few more years, it would make a huge difference to them, to their children, and to their society. If girls were to be in control of their own fate, however, they had to be warned about menarche in advance. As it was, few spoke of menstruation even within families, so girls would see their first blood, panic, and tell their mothers, who would inform the fathers that it was time to arrange a marriage. So, with the permission of parents and schools, we tested free pads and introduced “puberty education.”

         Our pilot results in Ghana showed that girls spent more days in school after getting pads and puberty education. The large randomized study that followed in Uganda showed modest evidence that the combination of pads and education would reduce dropout rates.5 But we now knew the intervention would not stop the trajectory of sexual and economic pressures, though pads might slow the impact. To achieve freedom of choice for girls, the negative male behaviors—selling daughters to the highest bidder and eve-teasing—would have to be confronted and stopped.

         Just after we completed the pilot in Ghana, I flew to Bangladesh with Catherine Dolan, my longtime research partner. There we were studying a “rural distribution system,” which is a sales network that employs poor women in rural areas to distribute goods directly to households. Our NGO partner, CARE Bangladesh, had implemented the system; however, the people at CARE were also keen to assess other interventions and wanted to show some to us. One afternoon, as we were about to get on an “information boat”—a riverboat equipped with communications technology that could give women in rural villages internet access—we were asked if we would wait a bit to talk to someone driving 39a long way to ask about our sanitary pad work. We finally saw a car careening toward us, and a tall young man jumped out. As soon as he was within earshot, he began explaining that he ran a school sports program for girls, but that droves of them were dropping out when they reached puberty. He jumped on the boat so we could talk more as we proceeded downriver.

         The situation he described was almost exactly what we had seen in Ghana, with only two differences. First, the consequences for a girl having sex outside wedlock were far more severe in Bangladesh. Fathers arranged marriages for girls there, too, but if a Bangladeshi girl had sex outside of what her father arranged for her—even if it was rape—she could no longer be married and was said to have “dishonored” the family. The girl’s male kin sometimes murdered her, in what is called an honor killing, a shocking practice that is common throughout the Middle East as well. Girls who refused their father’s choice were punished viciously, sometimes disfigured or blinded by acid thrown in their faces. Because eve-teasing was common in Bangladesh and the risks were frightening, more parents took their daughters out of school.

         The second cultural difference was that Bangladeshis pay a dowry, rather than a bride price. In a dowry system, the family pays the groom to take the daughter. The price of dowry is exorbitant in Bangladesh and can represent months of a poor family’s income. The dowry price is lower if girls are young, so there is a strong economic incentive to marry them off early. Especially in dowry cultures, girls are seen as such a financial liability that parents will sometimes kill a female infant at birth. Female infanticide, which is common in Bangladesh, has been so widespread in India and China that their populations have become dangerously skewed toward males.

         As we listened to the young man’s story, I looked in horror at Catherine, who returned the expression. We were shocked to realize that the circumstances in Ghana, which had seemed so specific and local, might be one instance of a global pattern. There were obvious cultural differences between African countries and Bangladesh, but the mechanisms—eve-teasing and fathers trading daughters—were the same, as was the outcome: the girl was pulled away from potential 40 autonomy to be dependent on a man, or she was pushed out, disfigured, or even killed.

         Ten years later, sanitary pad programs are common in economic development. NGOs and governments work to make sure girls have them, and a whole community of researchers has grown up around the effort. Local entrepreneurs produce affordable, eco-friendly versions, as well as better means of disposal. One day, the United Nations’ water and sanitation group leader telephoned me to ask about pads for a policy discussion. As she explained the debate, she remarked that the committee felt the real issue was dignity, not education, and that access to pads should be a human right. I felt proud; we had accomplished a lot. But if we had proceeded based on the explanations for the macrodata from outside observers—that the girls sold themselves for cool clothes or became academically discouraged or went home to help their mothers—we would have been well off the mark and misguided in our solutions.

         I am now conducting a study in Uganda to assess whether mobile banking accounts help rural women keep control of their earnings. Back in the 2000s, mothers we interviewed accepted that their daughters would marry instead of finishing school and blamed them if they got pregnant or ran away. Today, when I ask this new generation of mothers what they are saving for, they tell me they want to ensure their daughters can stay in school. I get this answer from women whether or not they went to school themselves—they hope their daughters’ paths will be different from their own. By economically empowering these mothers, we can help them make that happen.

         Now let’s turn to the United States to see the same pitfall—where looking at only the quantitative data leads to a conclusion that unfairly denigrates the females and therefore leads to inappropriate practical steps—with another set of data, as well as surprising similarities between two very different situations.

         People in developed countries have their own gender problems, of course. Some educated Westerners think they are above sex discrimination, but there are still extreme gender biases, even among the faculties of elite universities. In 2014, two stories about gender inequality in top business schools hit the U.S. press. One was about how independent 41reviews had found the UCLA business school “inhospitable to women faculty”; the other, about how Harvard Business School was giving itself a “gender makeover.”6

         At Bloomberg’s invitation, I wrote a blog post arguing that statistics presented a prima facie case for sex discrimination across all U.S. business schools. Data from the Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business showed there were fewer than 30 percent females among the faculties (Figure 7). The vast majority were in untenured posts, and the top ranks were wholly dominated by men. Women were underpaid, regardless of seniority. Attrition, not recruitment, was the main problem: females left faculty posts more quickly than they came in. The largest deficit was among finance faculties, which were 80 percent male nationwide, with 90 percent of full professors (the highest rank) being men. Finance also had the largest gender pay gap, and it hired, retained, and promoted fewer female faculty than any other discipline. I ended the blog by calling on the schools to face up to evidence of unequal treatment instead of glossing over it, as they usually did.7

         
            
[image: ]FIGURE 7. The graph shows the percentage of faculty that is female for the four most common business school departments. Note that finance takes in fewer female hires out of graduate school, retains fewer overall, and promotes fewer to the most senior rank than any other department.

               Source: American Association of Collegiate Schools of Business

            

         

         42The finance faculties had a ready defense: females are not good enough at math to succeed in their field. One UCLA finance professor wrote a Huffington Post piece in response to my blog, claiming that special efforts to hire more women would drag down the quality of school faculties.8 Other UCLA faculty, both women and men, got in touch with me privately, complaining that my blog normalized the gender problem by suggesting it applied to all business schools, when the situation at UCLA was uniquely dire. They were particularly disconcerted because the school was led by one of the only female business school deans in the United States. However, they felt she was not taking up the cause—a fear later confirmed by another independent report.9

         I pulled the Financial Times stats for business school rankings. UCLA was indeed among the business schools with the poorest female representation, but it had prestigious company: the bottom of the gender list was dominated by top schools like Columbia, the University of Chicago, and Harvard. However, some highly ranked schools, such as Yale, U.C. Berkeley, and Northwestern, had more women faculty, showing it was possible to be both a good school and a more gender-balanced one.

         The schools with a poor representation of female faculty had another thing in common: all had enormous finance faculties, most of whose members were nearing or past retirement age.10 These older professors had begun teaching in the 1970s, during the early years of the women’s movement, and would have felt the impact of the first “affirmative action” programs directly. Starting in 1972, the U.S. government’s diversity policies put intense pressure on universities to hire women. Somehow, this handful of high-end business schools had come through four decades during which diversity had been powerfully prioritized—and had never changed. That would have been possible only if they had consciously mounted a resistance. These guys had learned how to stonewall gender equality, of that I was sure.

         The 1970s women’s movement had also cast a skeptical eye on the conventional American marriage, in which women stayed home and men paid the bills. I suspected most of these men had stay-at-home wives, because that was the norm in their time, and I later confirmed my hunch was correct. I wanted to know because research shows that 43 American men with stay-at-home wives are more likely to think organizations hurt themselves by hiring too many women, and therefore they make decisions that prevent qualified females from advancing. Such men want to draw a sharp line between home and work—and then insist that the women stay on the home side. One man at UCLA said: “I don’t see it. If you’re going to be working, you’ve got to work. We should not have different standards due to kids, parents, etc. That’s for you to work out at home.” Female faculty at UCLA said they were often trashed for family reasons: “I heard someone say, ‘She must ignore her kids to be that productive.’ I heard another say, ‘She’s a terrible mother.’”11

         These older finance professors further grew up at a time when American women were almost completely excluded from the financial system. In those days, most shared bank accounts with their husbands or were given a cash “allowance.” They couldn’t get a mortgage or credit card in their own name. Many knew nothing about their family’s finances—it was widely seen as insubordination for a wife to even ask her husband about such matters. So the notion that a woman could hold a tenured post in finance must have been laughable to these older men.

         The older finance professors would have trained in economics departments because there were not then separate Ph.D. programs in finance. Economics was at that time enamored of a philosophy advanced by Milton Friedman, who later won a Nobel Prize and whose thinking was brought to the public through popular books and television. Friedman was against nearly any government intrusion into the economy—like affirmative action—and insisted markets treated everyone the same. If individuals didn’t like their economic lot, they had no one to blame but themselves. The most irresponsible premise ever promoted by an economist also came from Friedman: the idea that businesses did not owe social responsibility to the communities in which they operated, but should concentrate exclusively on delivering profit to shareholders.

         Harvard Business School also had a gender problem, but the school’s administrators were owning it. A new dean, Nitin Nohria, had promised Harvard’s first female president that he would lead a bold program to improve the gender situation at the business school. Even 44 Slate grudgingly acknowledged that Nohria seemed committed: “Open contrition is a new look for HBS, groomer of trading-floor kings and boardroom honchos. When a willingness to admit fault, to question tradition, comes from entitlement-and-privilege land, perhaps that’s reason enough to celebrate.”12 Nohria confronted issues head-on: low female faculty representation, especially at tenured ranks; lower academic performance by female students, despite admissions qualifications equal to men’s; a toxic student environment; and gender-biased teaching materials. So far, no one knew how Harvard Business School faculty, also dominated by finance, would respond.

         The narrative setup was too much for me to resist. I decided to get “behind the numbers” by doing some interviews about gender in U.S. business schools. Interviewees speaking to me would be taking a genuine career risk, as there was a strict taboo against speaking out on gender matters. Therefore, Oxford’s research ethics board insisted I keep identifying information confidential. That’s why I will not name people or schools from the interviews here. I chose business professors from all over the United States, including six top-ranked schools, as well as state universities and a few less prestigious schools. I selected respondents who were both distinguished as scholars and experienced at teaching; all of them were full professors.
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