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GENDER BUDGETS – AN OVERVIEW 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Organizations such as the United Nations Development Fund for Women, the 

Commonwealth Secretariat and the European Union are increasingly urging countries to 

undertake gender-sensitive budgets.(1)  In the last decade, several countries have adopted budgets 

that are gender sensitive and gender responsive.  This brief paper on gender budgets provides an 

overview of what a gender budget is, why gender budgets are needed, the implementation 

process of a gender budget, tools for effective gender budgeting, and the role of parliamentarians 

in encouraging and implementing a gender budget. 

 

WHAT IS A GENDER BUDGET? 

 

Economists tend to view budgets as gender-neutral instruments since budgets do 
not mention women or men but consist of financial aggregates.  Budgets, however, are not 
gender neutral, they are “gender blind.”(2)  Gender-blind budgets ignore the differing effects on 
women and men and on different groups of women and men.(3)  Gender-blind budgets do not 
consider that women and men have different roles, responsibilities and capabilities.(4)  They 

                                                 
(1) Gender is a term that describes the socially constructed relations that exist between women and men.  

See, for example, Standing Committee on the Status of Women, Gender-Based Analysis:  Building 
Blocks for Success, April 2005, p. 57, http://cmte.parl.gc.ca/Content/HOC/committee/381/fewo/ 
reports/rp1778246/feworp02-e.htm. 

(2) Diane Elson, “Integrating Gender into Government Budgets within a Context of Economic Reform,” in 
Debbie Budlender, et al., Gender Budgets Make More Cents, Commonwealth Secretariat, London, 2002,  
p. 29. 

(3) Debbie Budlender and Rhonda Sharp, How to do a gender-sensitive budget analysis:  Contemporary 
research and practice, Commonwealth Secretariat, 1998.  

(4) Ibid. 
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ignore the economic and social differences that exist between women and men.(5)  For example, 
an income tax reduction may affect men and women differently given that income distribution 
among male and female-headed households differs with female-headed households being in the 
lower income bracket.(6) 

As Rhonda Sharp, a professor of economics with extensive experience working 
on gender budgets, notes:  “A significant gap can exist between the gender equality commitment 
of a government and the policies and programs funded by its budget.”(7)  A gender budget is a 
budget that has accounted for the direct and indirect effects of a government’s expenditure 
allocations and revenues on both women and men.  Thus, a gender budget can also act as an 
instrument for holding the government accountable to its gender equality commitments. 

More importantly, a gender budget is a tool for tracing how government budgets 
affect women in the unpaid care economy.  The unpaid care economy encompasses a variety of 
care activities that take place in the domestic or household sector, the volunteer or non-
governmental organization (NGO) sector, and the informal economic sector.  When governments 
reduce costs to achieve efficiencies, they often end up transferring costs from the paid sector to 
the unpaid sector of the economy.  Since women still perform a disproportionate share of 
caregiving activities for children, sick family and friends, and the elderly, they can find 
themselves burdened with additional unpaid responsibilities and work.(8) 
 
WHY GENDER BUDGETS? 
 

Klaus Schwab, the founder and executive chairman of the World Economic 
Forum, has made the following observation on the gender gap that exists between women and 
men: 
 

This gap not only undermines the quality of life of one half of the 
world’s population but also poses a significant risk to the long-term 
growth and well-being of nations:  countries that do not capitalize on 
the full potential of one half of their human resources may 
compromise their competitive potential.  

                                                 
(5) Marilyn M. Rubin and John R. Bartle, “Integrating Gender into Government Budgets:  A New 

Perspective,” Public Administration Review, Vol. 65, No. 3, May 2005, pp. 259-272, p. 260. 

(6) Ibid. 

(7) Rhonda Sharp, Budgeting for Equity:  Gender Budget Initiatives within a Framework of Performance 
Oriented Budgeting, United Nations Development Fund for Women, (UNIFEM), 2003, p. 1. 

(8) Sharp, p. 15. 
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Gender inequality is inefficient and costly to women, men, girls and boys.  These 
costs are manifested by lower levels of productivity, competitiveness and reduced levels of well-
being.(9)  Diane Elson, a professor at Exeter University and an expert in the area of gender-
responsive budgeting, argues that “if women themselves have more control over resources there 
will be gains for society as whole; but if gender inequality persists, there will be continuing 
losses for society as a whole.”(10)  

The reality is that women are overutilized in all societies as paid and unpaid 
workers and as caregivers.(11)  As long as this imbalance persists in social, political and 
economic structures, then women remain disadvantaged.  A national budget can help correct this 
imbalance.  As a macroeconomic policy instrument, a country’s budget can be an important tool 
for alleviating women’s overutilization.  A national budget that is gender sensitive recognizes the 
underlying inequalities between women and men and redresses them through the allocation of 
public resources.(12) 
 
PUTTING A GENDER BUDGET INTO PRACTICE 
 

In the 1980s, Australia was the first country to implement what were then called 
“women’s budgets” at both the federal and state levels.(13)  Global awareness on the topic of 
gender budgeting came in 1995 with the Beijing Platform for Action, which stated that 
“Governments should make efforts to systematically review how women benefit from public 
sector expenditures; adjust budgets to ensure equality of access to public sector expenditures.”(14)  
By 2006, there were nearly 60 gender-budget initiatives undertaken worldwide.  Canada has not 
yet carried out a gender-budget initiative at any level of government.(15) 
                                                 
(9) The World Economic Forum incorporated gender equality as a measure of economic competitiveness 

and has developed a Gender Gap Index. 

(10) Elson, p. 25. 

(11) The economic value of women’s unpaid labour is estimated at $US 11 trillion. 

(12) Helena Hofbauer Balmori, “Gender and Budgets:  A Practical Tool to Advance Towards Equity,” 
Gender and Development in Brief, Issue 12, 2002, BRIDGE Institute of Development Studies, 
University of Sussex. 

(13) For more recent examples of Australian gender responsive budgets see:  Australian Government, Office 
for Women – Women and the 2007-2008 Budget http://www.ofw.facsia.gov.au/publications/ 
budget2007/index.htm; Budget 2006-2007 – What the Australian Government is doing for Women, 
http://www.ofw.facsia.gov.au/publications/budget2006/index.htm; Women and the 2005-2006 Budget, 
http://www.ofw.facsia.gov.au/publications/budget2005/index.htm. 

(14) Quoted in Sharp, p. 6. 

(15) Isabella Bakker, Gender Budget Initiatives. Why They Matter in Canada. Canadian Centre for Policy 
Alternatives, 2006. 
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One of the most important prerequisites for the meaningful implementation of a 
gender budget is the availability of gender-disaggregated data and indicators.(16)  With these data, 
governments can enhance their pre-budget analysis of programs, expenditures, revenues and 
policies.  Once the budget is implemented, they can then measure and track the effects their 
gender budgets have had on women and men and on groups of women and men.   
 

   A.  Issues to be Addressed 
 

When considering the implementation of a gender budget, Debbie Budlender and 
Rhonda Sharp, who have worked on the gender budgets of their respective countries, recommend 
that the issues of location, scope, reporting format and politics to be addressed.  
 
      1.  Location  
 

Who will be responsible for the gender budget research, analysis and 
implementation?  (For example, when implementing a gender budget in Canada, one can ask the 
following question:  Will the work involve both the Department of Finance and Status of Women 
Canada?) 
 
      2.  Scope 
 

What will the scope of the gender budget be?  Will it include gender analysis of 
expenditures and revenues? 
 
      3.  Reporting Format 
 

How will the gender budget be reported?  Will it be a separate budget document 
or will it be integrated into the existing budget documents?  Australia and the United Kingdom, 
for example, produce a series of budget-related papers that are tabled on the day of the budget.(17) 
 
      4.  Politics 
 

Who will be involved in the gender-budgeting process at the different stages?  Who 
will fund the gender-budget exercise?  Who has the power to enforce accountability for gender 
equality?  In what ways will gender become part of the public debate on budgetary policy?(18) 

                                                 
(16) Feridoun Sarraf, “Gender-Responsive Government Budgeting,” International Monetary Fund Working 

Paper, 2003. 

(17) For example, see Australia’s 2007-2008 Budget Papers at http://www.budget.gov.au/; see the 
United States’ 2007-2008 budget documents at http://www.gpoaccess.gov/usbudget/fy08/browse.html.  

(18) Budlender and Sharp, pp. 7-8. 
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   B.  The Budget Cycle 
 

A gender budget needs to be implemented as part of the budgetary cycle.  The 

following table provides an overview of how this can take place. 

 
Table – Integrating Gender Responsive Budgeting into the Budget Process(19) 

State of Budget Process Potential 
Budget Preparation 1. Gender-specific budget initiatives set forth in the chief 

executive’s budget policy. 
2. Gender policies incorporated into overall budget 

guidelines and instructions from the central budget 
office. 

3. Gender-specific priorities set for budget allocations 
within departments for specific agencies. 

Budget Approval 1. Creation of specific gender guidelines for expenditure 
and revenue legislation in the overall framework for 
legislative decision-making. 

2. Integration of gender-specific language in legislation 
establishing new programs and agencies. 

3. Use of gender-responsive budgeting guidelines in 
allocating discretionary resources. 

4. Incorporation of gender outcomes into fiscal notes 
accompanying new spending and revenue legislation. 

Budget Execution 1. Creation of guidelines for spending where there is 
discretion given to departments by legislative bodies. 

2. Development of gender guidelines for outsourcing, 
procurement, and grant disbursement. 

3. Implementation of gender goals in staffing. 
Audit and Evaluation 1. Incorporation of a gender dimension into financial audits 

that focus on expenditures and compliance. 
2. Incorporation of a gender dimension into performance 

audits that focus on outputs and outcomes. 
3. Audit for compliance with gender goals and guidelines. 

                                                 
(19) This table is taken from Rubin and Bartle, p. 264. 
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   C.  Successful Gender Budget Initiatives 
 

There are several factors that have an impact on the success of gender budget 

initiatives.  The following factors have been identified in the gender budget literature:(20) 

 
• There needs to be commitment from both government and civil society stakeholders in order 

for the gender-budget initiatives to succeed.  The government’s commitment is important but 
cannot be sustained without broad support from civil society NGOs.  More specifically, 
public pressure has to be strong enough so that governments follow through with their gender 
equality and policy commitments. 

 
• Gender budgets can be implemented at various levels of government and not only at the 

national level.  Cities such as Berlin and San Francisco have introduced gender-responsive 
budgets.  It has been found that local based initiatives have had the deepest effects at the 
grassroots level. 

 
• The political environment is a factor that affects whether the gender-budget initiative will be 

accepted and sustained.   
 
• As the table above demonstrates, the stage of the budget cycle into which gender-responsive 

budgeting is integrated can be a significant factor.  In certain countries, however, once the 
budget is released, it is difficult to change the government’s expenditure and revenue plans.  
As one observer notes, it becomes important for NGOs who advocate for the implementation 
of gender budgets to release their own research so that parliamentarians and the media can 
make use of their data. 

 
• The availability of technical expertise and data disaggregated by gender is a basic 

requirement for undertaking gender-budget initiatives.  As one gender-budget expert noted, 
“facts and figures can give gender advocates the confidence required to push forward with 
their arguments rather than be intimidated.”(21) 

 

TOOLS FOR EFFECTIVE GENDER BUDGETING 

 

There are several tools that can be used during the pre-budget and post-budget 

process to develop a detailed gender-based analysis of the budget.  The following tools are 

organized into expenditure and revenue tools for analyzing and integrating gender into the 

budget.  

                                                 
(20) This section draws on the work from Rubin and Bartle, pp. 262-265 and from Debbie Budlender, “A 

Global Assessment of Gender Responsive Budget Initiatives,” in Debbie Budlender et al., Gender 
Budgets Make More Cents, Commonwealth Secretariat, London, 2002. 

(21) Budlender et al., 2002, p. 106. 
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   A.  Tools for Analyzing Budget Expenditures 
 

Government expenditures can be organized into the areas of gender-specific 
expenditures, expenditures that promote gender equity within the public service and general or 
mainstream expenditures.(22)  Most expenditures fall under mainstream expenditures.  The 
following tools can assist in analyzing their gender impact: 
 
• Gender-disaggregated public expenditure incidence analysis.  This research tool compares 

public expenditure for a given program to reveal the distribution of expenditure between 
women and men, girls and boys. 

 
• Gender-aware policy appraisal.  This tool questions the assumption that policies are 

“gender-neutral” in their effects and asks instead:  In what ways are the policies and their 
associated resource allocations likely to reduce or increase gender inequalities? 

 
• Gender-disaggregated beneficiary assessments.  This tool is used to ask actual or potential 

beneficiaries from both sexes the extent to which government policies and programs match 
their priorities or needs.   

 
• Gender-disaggregated analysis of the impact of the budget on time use.  This tool looks at 

the relationship between the national budget and the way time is used in households.  This 
tool ensures that the time spent by women in unpaid work is accounted for in policy analysis.  
It relies on time use studies implemented at the national level. 

 
• Gender-aware budget statement.  This tool requires a high degree of commitment and co-

ordination throughout the public sector as ministries or departments undertake an assessment 
of the gender impact of their line budgets and how expenditures affect gender equality using 
a variety of indicators.(23)  Examples of such indicators include the following: 
 share of total expenditure targeted to gender equality programs; 

 gender balance in public sector employment; 

 share of expenditure devoted to women’s priority needs from public services; 

 share of expenditure on income transfers devoted to women’s priorities; 

 gender balance in business support provided by ministries of trade and industry; 

 gender balance in public sector contracts; 

 gender balance of government committees; and 

 gender balance in training programs.(24) 

                                                 
(22) Guy Hewitt and Tanni Mukhopadhyay, “Promoting Gender Equality Through Public Expenditure,” in 

Debbie Budlender, et al., Gender Budgets Make More Cents, Commonwealth Secretariat, London, 2002. 

(23) These tools are listed in Budlender and Sharp and are described in greater detail in their report along 
with some excellent examples. 

(24) Elson, p. 47. 
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   B.  Tools for Analyzing Budget Revenues 
 

There has been little progress in developing tools for analyzing the gender impact 
of government revenues.  Future development of these tools is likely to focus on direct taxes 
(e.g., income tax), indirect taxes (e.g., sales tax), and user fees:(25) 
 
• Gender-disaggregated tax incidence analysis.  This research technique examines both direct 

and indirect taxes in order to calculate how much taxation is paid by different individuals or 
households.  The impact of direct taxes requires disaggregating the data by taxpayer.  
Gender-disaggregated consumption data can be used to analyze the impact of indirect taxes 
on women and men. 

 
• Gender-disaggregated analysis of user charges fees.  This tool tracks the impact user fees 

have on women and men.  Given that women generally earn less than men, these fees can 
affect women differently than men. 

 
• Gender-disaggregated analysis of intergovernmental revenues.  This type of analysis can 

include assessment of the beneficiaries of conditional grants.  It can encompass the 
differential impact that tax sharing among different levels of government has on women and 
men. 

 
• Gender-disaggregated analysis of the government’s debt.  The differential impact of a 

government’s debt is the most difficult to estimate.  It can encompass the analysis of the 
future debt burden borne by women and men.(26) 

 

THE ROLE OF FEDERAL PARLIAMENTARIANS 
 

Parliamentarians can bring forth a gender-sensitive approach to the budget 
process.  This approach can occur during the pre-budget consultation process that the Standing 
Committee of Finance initiates.  It can also take place when parliamentary committees review the 
government’s Estimates and Departmental Performance Reports.  When committees are asked to 
vote on various budgetary items, committee members can probe officials on whether resource 
allocations will affect women and men differently.  In addition, parliamentarians can request 
research staff to conduct more in-depth, gender-based analysis of budgets, government 
expenditures and program spending.  They can also invite NGOs to present their alternative gender 
budgets at committee meetings if these groups have undertaken the necessary research and 
analysis.  

Parliamentarians on the House of Commons Standing Committee of Finance and 
the Standing Committee on the Status of Women as well as the Senate Standing Committee on 
National Finance could make a concerted effort to encourage the Minister of Finance to 

                                                 
(25) Hewitt and Mukhopadhyay, 2002. 

(26) The information on the tools for analyzing revenues was derived from Rubin and Bartle, pp. 266-268. 
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undertake a gender-based analysis of the budget.  For example, the Standing Committee on the 
Status of Women issued a report on gender-based analysis in 2005 in which it identified that 
“Canada needs a more effective process to do a gender analysis of the budget.”  The Committee 
recommended “that the Department of Finance designate one senior official with clear 
responsibility for implementing a gender-analysis process; that the Department of Finance 
provide a written report to Parliament annually on the steps taken to implement gender-
budgeting; and that the Department of Finance report to Parliament include examples of areas 
where gender analysis produced specific results and that this report be referred to the Standing 
Committee on the Status of Women.”(27)  The Committee continued to pursue these 
recommendations in the following session of Parliament, tabling the recommendations in 
Parliament and requesting a government response.   

When the Department of Finance appeared before the Committee in the spring of 
2007, it provided an overview of the way in which gender-based analysis has been integrated 
into the budget process.  The Deputy Minister of Finance noted that “in this last budget process 
we provided a gender-based assessment of over 90% of the ideas leading up to the budget that 
the minister considered for inclusion in the budget.”  As well, the Deputy Minister pointed to the 
future appointment of an assistant deputy minister “to champion the gender-based analysis 
within our organization.”(28) 

Another approach parliamentarians could adopt is to encourage the Minister of 
Finance to undertake a gender-based analysis of one key area of the budget.  For example, a gender-
based analysis of the budget could consider the impact that an income tax reduction has on both 
male-headed and female-headed households and the distribution of income for both types of 
households.  As recommended by the Government of Canada’s Expert Panel on Accountability 
Mechanisms for Gender Equality:  
 

[T]he Minister of Finance could apply gender based analysis rigorously 
to one key area of the 2006 Budget.  An initial area might be tax policy or 
an equivalent area the Minister considers appropriate.  Such a forward 
step would energize other efforts to achieve equality for women in 
Canada.  Even more significantly, such action by the Minister of Finance 
is critical to making women more economically equal and could have a 
very positive impact on the quality of women’s lives.(29) 

                                                 
(27) Standing Committee on the Status of Women, Gender-Based Analysis:  Building Blocks for Success, 

April 2005, p. 52. 

(28) Standing Committee on the Status of Women, Evidence, Robert Wright (Deputy Minister, Department 
of Finance), 17 April 2007. 

(29) The Expert Panel on Accountability Mechanisms for Gender Equality, Equality for Women, 
December 2005, p. 27. 


