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Gender Empowerment
The dissatisfaction index and the gender penalty

How does South Africa stack up? And where to from here?

By Fran Troskie, Manager Research Analyst

At the outset, let us acknowledge that South Africa (still a toddler, after all, when it comes to democratic rule) has come a long way since 1994. It has been nearly 70 years since 20 000 women marched to the Union Buildings in Pretoria to protest draconian pass laws. These strong, resilient women left a list of more than 100 000 signatures outside the Prime Minister’s door, singing “Wathint’ Abafazi, Wathint’ Imbokodo” (You strike a woman, you strike a rock). There has been progress toward creating a society in which all people have equal rights, where all people feel empowered, and in which the myriad and varied voices of the Rainbow Nation can be heard. Simultaneously it would be disingenuous to ignore areas in which we are lagging, as it denies us the ability to close the gaps. 

Since 2006, the World Economic Forum (WEF) has published a Global Gender Gap Report, which serves as a tool to assess the progress of numerous countries and regions toward achieving gender parity (where all genders are equally empowered). The WEF Report focuses on four main indices, each informed by a particular set of indicators, some of which we list in the table below:

	Index
	Main Indicators %
	Complementary Indicators/Targets

	Economic Participation and Opportunity
	· Labour Force Participation Rate (%)

· Wage Equality for similar work

· Estimated earned income

· Legislators, senior officials and managers

· Professional and technical workers
	· Share of women’s membership in boards

· Firms with female majority ownership

· Firms with advancement to women leadership roles

· Unemployed adults

· Gender pay gap

· Access to financial services

	Educational Attainment
	· Literacy

· Enrolment in Primary Education

· Enrolment in Secondary Education

· Enrolment in Tertiary Education
	· Graduates in education

· Graduates in business, admin and law

· Graduates in engineering manufacturing and construction

· Graduates in natural science, math and stats

· PhD graduates

· Graduates from tertiary education

	Health and Survival
	· Sex Ratio at birth

· Health life expectancy
	· Prevalence of gender violence in lifetime

· Births attended by skilled personnel

· Total fertility rate

· Reproductive autonomy

	Political Empowerment
	· Women in parliament

· Women in ministerial positions

· Years with female/male head of state
	· Access to justice

· Freedom of movement

· Year women received the right to vote

· Seats held in the upper house

· Right to divorce




For our purposes, we focused on one of the gaps covered by the 2023 Global Gender Gap Report: The Economic Participation and Opportunity Gap. We complemented this research with the Global Workforce Hopes and Fears Survey 2022, conducted by PwC. It helped us to focus on specific dimensions of and/or themes in economic empowerment. These broad themes are likely to resonate with most people, but especially with people (such as women) who have historically felt disempowered or disenfranchised. 

Broadly bucketed, the dimensions were: Autonomy; Impact; Meaning and Belonging; Confidence, and/or Competence. Each bucket covered three measures resulting in 12 core areas, as illustrated below.
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Some of the findings from the research are disappointing and discouraging, to put it mildly. Other findings might make you squawk in outrage. The WEF’s ranking system shows that South Africa does relatively well overall. Our overall ranking is 20th out of 146 countries, or 0.787 (where 1 is parity). In terms of the Economic Participation and Opportunity gender gap, we rank 81st. 

Another point that emerged from the research was that of the surveyed women, those in financial services felt more empowered than their sisters in (amongst others) the energy, utilities, resources, and media sectors. But they still felt less empowered than their male counterparts. Moreover, the disparity in how empowered the genders tend to feel does not necessarily stem from a difference in how each gender values aspects of empowerment. It stems from their lived experience and the reality of their day-to-day working lives. As an example: Both genders value fair remuneration and assign similar weights to this factor (72% for women; 71% for men). Of the female respondents, 38% felt that they were being adequately compensated, versus 45% of male respondents. Let’s call the gap between the desire and the reality a dissatisfaction index. The dissatisfaction index is more pronounced for women than for men (34% versus 26%). For argument’s sake, let’s call the 8% difference or gap a gender penalty. 

Bringing this a little closer to home and contrasting South African respondents’ dissatisfaction indices and the gender penalty to the global average.  
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The key takeaways from the charts: 

South African men and their global peers are on average equally dissatisfied when it comes to most of the dimensions of empowerment… but they are significantly more satisfied than their female colleagues.

The gender penalty is higher for South African women than for their global peers, in all but one area. We could easily speculate as to why South African women don’t feel that they can exceed their employers’ current expectations: is it a lack of confidence, or are expectations already very 
high? We need to consider these aspects in our efforts to foster gender empowerment in South Africa.

As a matter of interest, we replicated the results for the dissatisfaction index and the gender gap for some of the other countries and regions for which data was available. It would be somewhat reassuring to know that there were countries or regions in which the gap favored women (and where their male peers were singing along to the Rolling Stones’ classic “I can’t get no satisfaction”). 

Dissatisfaction index

In terms of dissatisfaction, South African women rank amongst the most dissatisfied along all 12 dimensions. There were only two countries where men ranked lower than women in any area (China and Brazil in the Confidence and Competence: Able to exceed current expectations).

The South African men included in the study are “average” in terms of the dissatisfaction metrics. The female South African participants, on the other hand, are consistently more dissatisfied than the average.

Gender penalty

The gender penalty, on a regional and country basis, is also typically higher for South African women than for their global peers.

The ranking table is presented below, where one is the highest gender penalty (i.e the worst versus other countries):

	Dimension
	SA ranking on country and regional basis 1st is worst

	Choose when I work
	1st  

	Choose where I work
	1st

	Choose how best to do my work
	5th 

	My work has a impact on my team's performance
	3rd 

	My financial reward is fair
	2nd 

	My viewpoint is considered by management
	3rd 

	Able to exceed current expectations
	6th 

	Ability to be creative/innovative
	2nd

	Clear path to career progress with current company
	2nd 

	Fulfillment at work
	3rd 

	Ability to be "real"
	4th 

	My well-being is important to my team/company
	3rd 


· Our selected subsample included: fellow BRICs nations Brazil, India, and China; The selection** on a country level included: some of our fellow BRICS nations; countries that are ranked as the 
· most gender-equal according to the World Economic Forum’s 2023 Global Gender Gap Report; economic powerhouses; and countries which we would expect to fare poorly on gender empowerment.

· On a regional level, we contrasted South Africa’s results to those of Africa; Latin America; Central and Eastern Europe; the Middle East; Asia Pacific; Western Europe, and North America.

Where can we make inroads?

We acknowledge that this is an ongoing process, so perhaps it’s worth looking at the relatively “easy wins”:

Education, the cornerstone of empowerment 

· An emphasis on early-education initiatives

· The provision of menstrual products for young women, enabling them to stay in school.

· Online learning offers flexibility, customization, and accessibility. Data from Coursera (as at 2022) suggests that where women have access to online learning, their proficiency across skill categories tends to outstrip that of men and is attained in less time.
Economic participation

· Public-private partnerships yielding collective, coordinated, and bold action by leaders.

· Support for firms who are pioneering whole-of-business inclusive approaches, which have an impact on the broader community.

· Female-focused bursaries and internships such as the Fezeka Initiative.

· Flexi-time and workplace child-care facilities.

Our nascent democracy has an opportunity to leap-frog more developed peers in terms of achieving gender parity. Let us take hands and do so.
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