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ADVANCING WOMEN’S EQUALITY 
IN ASIA PACIFIC
Advancing women’s equality in the countries of Asia Pacific could add $4.5 trillion to their collective 
annual GDP by 2025, a 12 percent increase over the business-as-usual trajectory. Already a powerful 
engine of global growth, pursuing the goal of gender parity can lift many more women out of poverty, 
unleash the economic potential of many others, and reinforce the region’s dynamic growth story. 

 � All countries would benefit from advancing women’s equality. In a best-in-region scenario in which 
each country matches the rate of progress of the fastest-improving country in its region, the largest 
absolute GDP opportunity is in China at $2.6 trillion, a 13 percent increase over business-as-usual 
GDP. The largest relative GDP opportunity is in India, which could achieve an 18 percent increase 
over business-as-usual GDP, or $770 billion. Across Asia Pacific, we estimate that 58 percent of the 
opportunity would come from raising the female labour-force participation ratio, 17 percent from 
increasing the number of hours women work, and the remaining 25 percent from more women 
working in higher-productivity sectors. 

 � MGI has established a strong link between gender equality in work and in society—the former is 
not achievable without the latter. MGI’s Gender Parity Score, or GPS, using 15 indicators of gender 
equality in work and society, measures the distance each country has travelled towards parity, which 
is set at 1.00. Overall, Asia Pacific has a GPS of 0.56, slightly lower than the global average of 0.61—
both “high” levels of gender inequality. But countries in the region vary in their positions on specific 
indicators. There is no single Asia Pacific story. 

 � On gender equality in work, the Philippines stands out for its progress, followed by New Zealand and 
Singapore. The six countries furthest from gender parity in work are Bangladesh, India, Japan, Nepal, 
Pakistan, and South Korea. China does well on female labour-force participation but can improve 
its share of women in leadership—as can most countries in Asia. Globally, there are fewer than four 
women in leadership roles to every ten men, but, in Asia Pacific, only around one woman for every four 
men. Gender inequality also remains high across the region in the sharing of unpaid care work.

 � On gender equality in society, Australia, New Zealand, the Philippines, and Singapore are ahead 
of most in the region on essential services such as education, maternal and reproductive health, 
financial and digital inclusion, and legal protection and political voice; countries like Bangladesh, India, 
Nepal, and Pakistan still have a considerable distance to travel. Achieving gender parity in digital and 
financial inclusion is a large opportunity in many South Asian and Southeast Asian countries. Physical 
security and autonomy remains a concern in many parts of the region—and globally. 

 � Asia Pacific nations have made progress in the past decade, driven by a combination of economic 
development, government measures, technological change, market forces, and activism. Maternal 
mortality and gender gaps in education have declined in countries including Bangladesh, Cambodia, 
India, and Nepal. Many countries have increased women’s labour-force participation, but participation 
has fallen in Bangladesh, India, and Sri Lanka, a trend that may be linked to rising household income. 

 � Mapping the road ahead, policy makers, companies, and non-governmental organisations could 
consider prioritising action in five areas that are urgent issues (to differing degrees) across the region: 
(1) focus on higher female labour-force participation, with steps to address unpaid care work as a 
priority to boost economic growth; (2) address the pressing regional and global issue of women’s 
underrepresentation in business leadership positions; (3) capture the economic and social benefits 
of improving access to digital technology; (4) shift social attitudes about women’s role in society and 
work in order to underpin progress on all aspects of gender inequality; and (5) collaborate on regional 
solutions as powerful catalysts for gender equality. 



Focus on higher female labour-force participation in quality jobs as a priority to boost economic growth

Address the pressing regional and global issue of women’s underrepresentation in business 
leadership positions

Capture the economic and social benefits of improving women’s access to digital technology

Shift attitudes about women’s role in society and work, in order to underpin progress on all aspects 
of gender equality 

Collaborate on regional solutions, such as financing and knowledge-sharing, as powerful catalysts for 
gender equality 

1  GDP opportunity in scenario where all countries match their best-in-region country in progress towards gender parity.
2  GPS scores are made up of 15 indicators of gender equality in work and society, weighted equally. GPS runs from 0 (no gender equality) 

 to 1.0 (parity); for instance, a 0.95 ratio represents 5% distance from gender parity.
SOURCE: McKinsey Global Institute analysis
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Gender inequality is high overall in Asia Pacific, 
with significant variations among countries2 

Five areas for change in Asia Pacific 

Level of gender inequality

Extremely
high

0 – 0.50
High

0.50 – 0.75
Medium

0.75 – 0.95 
Low

0.95 – 1 

China

Japan

Philippines

Singapore Indonesia

Vietnam

Myanmar Thailand

Malaysia

Cambodia

Nepal

Sri Lanka

Bangladesh

Pakistan

India

New ZealandAustralia

Gender
Parity
Score in0.16

0.22

0.73

0.56
0.77

0.38

0.79
0.29

0.51
0.93

0.89
0.37

0.87

0.89
0.33

0.39

0.91
0.30

0.42
0.87

0.78
0.30

0.75
0.28

0.34

0.64
0.26
0.82

0.22
0.80

0.57

0.77

0.92

0.74

0.66

0.18

0.16
0.78

0.48
0.95

0.73

0.90

0.91
0.51

0.32

0.55

0.80

0.95

0.32
0.86

0.86
0.52

0.36
0.94

0.96

0.68

0.37

0.52
0.88

0.82

0.19

0.51

0.89

0.88

0.86
0.55

0.95
0.66

0.66
0.96

0.72

0.81

Legal and political

Work

Physical security

Services and enablers

South 
Korea


