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GENDER ANALYSIS (SUMMARY)1 
 
A. Gender Status and Key Challenges 
 
1. Bangladesh has made impressive gains in several aspects of gender equality, 
notably in health and education. It nearly halved its fertility rates from 1990 to 2009, closed 
the gender gap in infant mortality, and rapidly improved overall child mortality rates. The 
garment industry employs mostly young women, and expanding access to microcredit has 
empowered women and improved their livelihoods. Many women now serve on local 
government councils. Important gender equality challenges remain, however. While 
changes in social attitudes are evident, women continue to suffer gender gaps in 
development that are often linked to social discrimination. 
 
2. Education. Bangladesh has made major strides in closing the gender gap in 
enrolment in primary and secondary school, with girls outnumbering boys. However, large 
numbers of boys and girls remain out of school; attendance is poor, particularly among 
girls; and there are major concerns about the quality of education. Students remaining in 
the system do poorly on tests of knowledge and skills, with girls doing worse than boys. 
Girls suffer a higher dropout rate and lower completion rate in secondary education, and 
girls are far less likely than boys to receive private tutoring to compensate for the poor 
quality of education. Sexual harassment in schools and role stereotyping by sex in texts 
and teaching practices combined to impede effective gender-neutral learning. However, 
there has been a significant increase in the proportion of women teachers in primary 
schools. 
 
3. Health. Access to primary health care, including ante- and postnatal care, has 
expanded through targeted services in reproductive health care. Inequality in infant 
mortality has reversed, as infant mortality is now higher for boys than girls and, in 2009, 
females attained a life expectancy of 68.7 years, higher than males’ 66.1 years. The 
contraceptive prevalence rate rose from 9.6% in 1975 to 56.1% in 2009. Despite these 
significant achievements, women continue to have very poor access to reproductive 
health-care services, and maternal mortality remains unacceptably high. Only a little over 
15% of pregnant women give birth in medical institutions, and a large proportion are 
malnourished during pregnancy and lactation. The maternal mortality rate, at 259 per 
100,000 live births in 2009, is falling but remains high by South Asian standards. Gender 
gaps in malnutrition are substantial, with 27% of children under 5 moderately stunted and 
19% severely stunted. The risk of HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases is 
worsening. Women also face health risks from violence and occupational hazards. 
 
4. Economic participation. The participation of women in the labor force has 
increased, raising the income of families. Microfinance programs have empowered large 
numbers of poor women. The young wage-labor force has increased, particularly in the 
readymade garment sector, which employs more than 2 million women. Programs on 
infrastructure, agriculture, and services have created wage and self-employment 
opportunities for women. Women are joining the migrant labor force and contributing to the 
economy through remittances. But, despite the increase in the number of women in the 
paid workforce, their participation rate is only half that of the men, and women’s 
employment continues to be concentrated at the low end of occupations in the informal 
sector, with low returns on labor and temporary terms. Male–female differentiation in 
wages is pronounced, with the percentage of female laborers in the lowest income groups 
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almost double that of men. The major challenges are to recognize women’s economic 
contributions, address women’s lack of marketable skills or access to capital, enforce labor 
conditions in the formal and informal sectors, support the marketing of products produced 
by small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), and address social norms that hinder 
women’s wider participation in management and sectors traditionally reserved for men. 
 
5. Political participation.  Bangladesh has elected female heads of government, and 
the current cabinet has women heading several ministries. The share of women in 
Parliament rose beyond the required 15% quota in 2008 through party nominations.  
Women’s participation in local decision making improved because of the 24% quota set for 
women in local government institutions. But women occupy few senior decision-making 
positions, still accounting for less than 10% of senior public sector officials despite a quota 
to encourage a higher proportion of women in class 1 and 2 posts. 
  
6. Gender-based violence remains prevalent, both within the home and in public. But 
reporting and discussion of violence is now more acceptable, as a consequence of tough 
new laws against such crimes, including human trafficking. Early marriage, dowries, and 
acid attacks are other forms of unacceptable violence against women. Human trafficking, 
particularly of women and children, are of grave concern, as is recent harassment of 
school goers. To help combat gender-based violence, the Government of Bangladesh 
approved the Domestic Violence (Resistance and Protection) Bill in 2010. The government 
confirmed its commitment to combating human trafficking in South Asia by signing the 
South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation Convention on Preventing and 
Combating Trafficking in Women and Children for Prostitution. 
 
7. Natural disasters. Women and children are the main victims of natural disasters, 
which worsen their risk of becoming landless, displaced, and crime victims. Natural 
disasters destroy women’s asset bases and limit opportunities for self-employment.  
Climate change is expected to increase the frequency and severity of extreme weather 
events and thereby worsen the adverse impacts of natural disasters on poor women and 
children. These risks have been identified in the Bangladesh Climate Change Strategy and 
Action Plan. 
 
B. The Government’s Gender Strategy 
 
8. The government’s strategy for fostering gender equality is one of mainstreaming 
supportive measures in each sector of public support. The National Policy for the 
Advancement of Women calls for equality between men and women, no discrimination 
against women, and measures for women’s advancement. The policy elaborates the 
institutional framework for implementation and envisages partnership with national and 
international nongovernment organizations and other stakeholders. 
 
9. The second National Strategy for Accelerated Poverty Reduction and the Sixth 
Five-Year Plan identified several barriers to women’s advancement, including the 
feminization of poverty, discrimination, women’s limited economic participation despite 
participation growth, gender-based violence, the trafficking of women and children, early 
marriage and dowries, and climate change threats. Gender considerations have been 
mainstreamed in the development programs of the second National Strategy for 
Accelerated Poverty Reduction and the Sixth Five-Year Plan, FY2011–FY2015.2 Sectoral 
policies on agriculture, food, labor, and industry increasingly refer to women’s involvement 
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and rights. The commitment to increased women’s participation in public decision-making 
is reflected in legislative provisions that ensure a minimum percentage of women in both 
national and local governments. Gender-responsive budgeting has been introduced 
through the medium-term budgetary framework exercise. 
 
10. The Ministry of Women and Children Affairs is the focal point and catalyst for 
promoting gender equality. The ministry coordinates and monitors the gender-related 
activities of ministries through designated focal points, but its capacity to monitor and 
guide other ministries remains weak.  
 
11. Bangladesh benefits from an active women’s movement with many organizations 
that deliver services, research problems and policies, raise awareness of issues and rights 
among women and the broader public, and advocate progress. The women’s movement in 
Bangladesh has made strategic use of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women to advocate changes in laws and policies. 
 
C. ADB and other Partner Experience 
 
12. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) promotes gender equality through a 
mainstreaming approach that aims to ensure that ADB assistance supports women’s 
development and empowerment. Projects’ gender action plans have proved to be effective 
at benefiting women equitably and contributing to achieving project goals. ADB has 
supported women’s participation in the economic arena by improving access to rural 
markets and through initiatives that provide agricultural training; facilitate crop 
diversification; and support livestock enterprises, SMEs, and agribusiness. ADB has 
supported women’s involvement and equal pay in infrastructure construction and 
maintenance. Urban primary health-care and environmental-health programs have 
focused on the health of women and children. Primary and secondary education programs 
have improved access for girls and increased the number of women teachers. Project 
orientation toward participatory approaches and good governance in the urban, rural, and 
water sectors have promoted women's effective participation in decision-making. 
 
13. Good progress has been registered in mainstreaming gender equality in ADB 
project and program assistance. Half of the Bangladesh projects approved from 1998 to 
2007 had significant gender mainstreaming, or better than the ADB average of  32%, and 
an upward trend was sustained in 2008 with 62% and in 2009 with a record 100%. In 
2010, a downward trend to 25%—offset by a projected 80% in 2011—reflects the 
challenges and innovative approaches recently adopted to more effectively mainstream 
gender in hard sectors. The program has provided ample opportunity for gender 
mainstreaming, gender action programs have been designed rigorously but implemented 
flexibly, and long-term partnerships with key government agencies such as the Local 
Government Engineering Department have facilitated effective gender mainstreaming.  
While progress has been good, room for improvement remains. In transport, energy, and 
SMEs, only very limited progress has been made in incorporating gender equality into 
sectoral analyses or project planning, or in getting executing agencies to prepare and 
implement gender action plans. Gender targets need to be more precisely identified in 
design and monitoring frameworks, and adequate baseline data need to be collected for 
tracking progress. Project monitoring should include issues that go beyond women’s 
participation to gain a better understanding of how ADB projects contribute to gender 
equality and women’s empowerment. 
 
14. Other development partners. Development partners have identified gender as a 
crosscutting issue. Their support includes sector-wide approaches to health care and 



4 

primary education that promote inclusiveness and access to services for the 
disadvantaged. Development partners provide support for projects in different sectors to 
support women’s mobility, legal empowerment, and access to water supply and sanitation 
services, as well as prevent the trafficking of women and children. The United Nations, led 
by the United Nations Population Fund, is supporting a project involving several ministries 
to combat gender-based violence. The local consultative subgroup of development 
partners on women’s advancement and gender equality has supported integrating gender 
into the second National Strategy for Accelerated Poverty Reduction and tracks progress 
made in gender equality. The group, in which ADB participates, has provided support for 
including gender in the Sixth Five-Year Plan and identifying targets and indicators. 
 
D. ADB’s Gender Strategy 
 
15 Strategic focus and intended outcomes. ADB will support the government in 
implementing its national and sector-specific strategies for fostering gender equality and 
mainstreaming gender support. ADB’s gender strategy in Bangladesh aims to ensure 
women’s empowerment and narrow gender gaps through measures that foster the 
participation of women and directly benefit them. The assistance program will aim to 
reduce income poverty among women; provide supportive policy frameworks for female 
entrepreneurs; expand women’s participation in economically rewarding agricultural 
practices and businesses; improve girls’ competency and completion rates in primary and 
secondary education; reduce maternal and infant mortality in urban areas; increase the 
effective participation of women in local governance and decision making; increase 
women’s mobility and access to improved infrastructure; and reduce wage gaps between 
women and men in ADB-supported projects. Intended outcomes include improved 
capacity in partner agencies and the country team to mainstream gender equity. 
 
16 Gender equity will be integrated into projects where relevant. Efforts will be made 
to raise the proportion of new projects classified in the ADB gender classification system 
as having a gender equity theme or effective gender mainstreaming at the design stage. 
ADB will aim to have the remaining projects classified as achieving at least some gender 
benefits. 
 
17 Gender mainstreaming will be incorporated at all stages of project processing and 
implementation. Project preparatory technical assistance will identify ways in which gender 
can be mainstreamed early on in project formulation. A high-quality gender action plan will 
be prepared during project formulation and included in the project administration manual 
and project implementation guidelines. Gender performance targets, indicators, and 
benchmarks will be included in the design and monitoring frameworks of relevant projects. 
Sex-disaggregated data will be collected as part of project monitoring and evaluation. 
Resources will be allocated for implementing projects’ gender action plans, which will be 
regularly monitored and reviewed. Gender results will be reported in project progress 
reports. 
 
18 ADB will support the government’s objective of bolstering gender awareness and 
capacity by supporting gender awareness-raising and capacity development in the 
executing and implementing agencies of ADB-assisted projects. ADB will draw on the 
services of the Bangladesh Resident Mission as a focal point for enhancing gender 
equality in South Asia. Close coordination will be maintained with other development 
partners active in fostering gender equality, particularly in the areas of knowledge 
provision and knowledge services. 


