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International Women'’s Day is an oc-  Table 1
casion to think about policies that
are likely to improve the status of
women around the world. Whereas
the debate in rich countries has late-
ly focused on gender parity for cer-
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of the World report allow us to assess
how much latitude there exists in differ- Source: Rosemarie Fike, Economic Freedom and the Lives of Women: An Empirical Analysis, Doctoral
ent countries fOI’ personal ChOiCG volun— thesis, Florida State University, 2015, Tables 2.8 and 2.14.
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tary exchange, and the freedom to com-
pete, and to measure the protection of per-

sons and their property.! economic freedom leads to higher enrolment levels

for women, in terms of both secondary and post-sec-

It has been shown repeatedly that economic ondary education. Moreover, economic freedom is as-
freedom has a positive effect on the social sociated with a reduction in the education gap be-
and individual indicators of well-being in gen- tween the sexes at the university level.®

eral—health, education, and happiness, for

example.2 The same can also be said for many The same kind of effect can be observed when it

indicators of the status of women.3 comes to the health of women, even after having ac-
counted for differences in standard of living. A woman
The facts speak for themselves: Women living living in one of the 25 least free countries is four times
in one of the 25 least economically free coun- likelier to have her first child during her teen years,
tries are a third less likely to achieve adult lit- 25% less likely to have access to prenatal and post-
eracy compared to women living in one of the natal care, and 20 times more likely to die during

25 freest countries.® It is also clear that greater childbirth.®



A crucial aspect of women’s autonomy and
well-being is the opportunity to have a job
and an income, which necessitates fundamen-
tal rights and economic freedoms. For ex-
ample, the legal recognition of married
women’s right to open a bank account, to
enter into contracts, or to initiate legal pro-
ceedings without their husband’s permission
led to increased participation of women in the
labour market, causing it to grow from 48% to
57% in Namibia and from 46% to 63% in Peru
over a ten-year period.’

IN WHICH COUNTRIES DO WOMEN HAVE
THE MOST ECONOMIC FREEDOM?
Women's economic freedom can be limited
also by culture. In certain countries, even
though women are equal before the law, so-
cial and cultural norms can prevent them from
exercising those rights in order to hold prop-
erty in their name, own a business, and en-
gage freely in trade. For instance, the formal
laws and institutions of Japan suggest that
there exists a high degree of equality be-
tween the sexes, but its culture is extremely
unequal, which limits the rights of women in
practice.

To determine the places where women are
the freest before the law, Table 1 shows the
results of the Economic Freedom of the World
report adjusted using measures drawn from
the OECD’s database on gender equality. To
determine where women have the most eco-
nomic freedom, taking culture into account,
the same index is adjusted with certain results
from the World Values Survey.®

Many Middle Eastern and African countries
fall in both rankings in Table 1 as compared to
the overall data for men and women con-
tained in the Economic Freedom of the World
report. In these places, men generally enjoy
much greater economic freedom than women.

Furthermore, for many Asian countries, the two indi-
ces in Table 1 do not line up, demonstrating the gap
between the fact of having formal rights and the op-
portunity to effectively exercise those rights. For in-
stance, Hong Kong, at the top of the ranking in terms
of women'’s rights (and also on top in the general
Economic Freedom of the World ranking for men and
women), falls to 14t in the ranking adjusted for cul-
ture. Japan, for its part, falls from 15th place in the
ranking in terms of the law to 44 place in the ranking
based on culture.

Additionally, these two measures establish Canada as
being one of the countries where women enjoy the
most economic freedom, both before the law and in
terms of the culture.

CONCLUSION

Economic freedom is desirable not only because it
makes people from all walks of life richer, but also be-
cause it goes hand in hand with nearly all of the hu-
manitarian goals that are not strictly speaking eco-
nomic. The well-being of women around the world
illustrates this connection very well. For all of these
reasons, it is an economic notion that should be at the
heart of development policy.
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