
Increasingly, policymakers worldwide recognize gender 
equality—and broader inclusion based on race, ethnici-
ty, sexual orientation, disability status, and other demo-
graphic characteristics—as a central plank of the global 
human rights agenda and a crucial development prior-
ity. But rhetoric is yet to be matched by the innovation, 
dedicated resources, and ambitious political leadership 
needed to drive meaningful progress. As the world’s 
largest bilateral donor, and an influential player in 
multilateral development fora, the United States has an 
important role to play in ensuring gender equality and 
broader inclusion are placed at the center of the glob-
al development agenda. This requires an intersectional 
approach: one that recognizes that all women and girls 
do not form a monolithic group sharing an identical 
lived experience, but rather face varying and intersect-
ing forms of discrimination rooted in their location, in-
come level, race, disability or migrant status, and other 
aspects of their identities.1 

The Biden administration can restore the US govern-
ment’s reputation as a global leader on gender equal-
ity—and take it to the next level through employing an 
intersectional lens. While the Trump administration em-
phasized the promotion of women’s economic empower-
ment, its overall approach to international development 
set the United States back when it comes to advancing 
global gender equality more broadly, as well as racial and 
economic equality at home and abroad. This is apparent 
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in its unprecedented expansion of abortion-related re-
strictions under the Protecting Life in Global Health As-
sistance policy,2 its elimination of funding to the United 
Nations Population Fund, its announced withdrawal from 
the World Health Organization,3 and its promulgation and 
implementation of highly restrictive migration policies 
that perpetuate human rights abuses against vulnerable 
populations, including women and girls.4  

The COVID-19 pandemic and associated economic reces-
sion, as well as racial justice movements across the Unit-
ed States, reinforce the need for a new approach to pol-
icymaking, especially where policies have entrenched 
and exacerbated systemic inequalities. Policymaking 
that is inclusive in its process and broadly beneficial in 
its outcomes is needed more than ever to help vulner-
able populations weather the current crisis and protect 
against future ones. 

Before COVID-19 hit, women’s labor force participation, 
access to finance, quality employment, pay, and advance-
ment were all unequal to men’s. The pandemic and global 
recession are predicted to exacerbate these gaps.5 Care 
work disproportionately falls on women and girls, and 
stay-at-home orders are likely to increase these burdens, 
play a role in increasing gender-based violence, and dis-
rupt essential health services.6 By pursuing an ambitious 
approach to promoting global and intersectional gender 
equality, the Biden administration can effectively address 
the COVID-19 crisis and the setbacks it has caused, as well 
as restore the United States’ credibility as a global leader.  

THE US SHOULD INCREASE ITS OWN 
WORKFORCE DIVERSITY 
US government employees working on issues of interna-
tional development do not yet reflect the backgrounds 
and perspectives of the US population they are meant to 
represent. According to a 2020 Government Accountabil-
ity Office report focused on the US Agency for Internation-
al Development (USAID), men are still over-represented 
among senior leaders at the agency.7 In addition, the pro-
portion of Black women employed by USAID declined be-
tween 2002 and 2018, in contrast to the increased hiring 
of both men and women of other racial backgrounds.8 

Building on its campaign pledge for gender parity in na-
tional security appointments,9 the Biden administration 
should set and meet specific targets ensuring that all po-

litical appointees, as well as the broader US government 
workforce, reflect the diversity of the US population in 
terms of gender, race, ethnicity, disability status, and 
other demographic characteristics. In setting clear tar-
gets and publishing data on progress to achieve them, 
the US government can improve diversity and inclusion 
within its own workforce, and in doing so enrich the 
perspectives brought to development decision-making, 
as well as broader domestic and foreign policy. 

ALL US DEVELOPMENT ASSISTANCE 
SHOULD ADDRESS RELEVANT FORMS OF 
INEQUALITY 
Applying a gender and inclusion lens to US foreign as-
sistance does not require taking money away from US 
investments in global health, education, infrastructure, 
peace and security, or other critical areas of develop-
ment. Instead, it means ensuring funding dedicated to 
these purposes is spent more effectively—that it is inclu-
sive in its reach and benefits. 

Currently, the United States allocates just 2 percent of 
its official development assistance (ODA) to projects 
that principally focus on promoting gender equality and 
women’s empowerment, and 16 percent to projects that 
significantly (i.e., as a secondary objective, among oth-
ers) do so.10 The percentage of aid principally focused 
on the promotion of gender equality steadily declined 
under the Trump administration (see figure 1), but the 
United States has long lagged behind its peers in gen-
der-responsive foreign assistance. 

FIGURE 1. Aid principally targeting gender equality, as 
percent of total ODA

Source: Aid projects targeting gender equality and women’s empowerment, 
OECD CRS.

https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=crs1
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How can the Biden administration improve this trend? 
Where development projects supported by USAID, the 
Millennium Challenge Corporation, the US Internation-
al Development Finance Corporation, and other rele-
vant agencies have already demonstrated equitable ben-
efits—for example, helping to narrow gender gaps and 
improve outcomes in access to quality healthcare and 
education, skills training, agricultural inputs, employ-
ment and finance, safety and mobility, and other areas—
such projects should be looked to as models of best prac-
tice to sustain, scale, and replicate. Where projects have 
been shown to have unequal benefits—for instance, an 
infrastructure project that overwhelmingly creates jobs 
for men and only supports men-owned businesses; or 
an agricultural project that overwhelmingly targets men 
as farmers—they should be reworked to ensure women 
and girls are included and benefit. 

The same logic should apply regarding the extension of 
inclusive benefits towards those living with a disability, 
migrant and refugee populations, and other groups facing 
discrimination. By grounding all development spending 
in intersectional gender analysis, development agencies 
can ensure that the design, implementation, and evalua-
tion of projects and initiatives will contribute to decreas-
ing forms of inequality that hinder progress.11 

Critical to this exercise is the collection and publication of 
project results data, including those documented through 
rigorous impact evaluations. Establishing an ex ante goal 
of ensuring that US development financing prioritizes 
gender equality and broader inclusion is a start, but only 
comprehensive, disaggregated results data can inform 
decision-making regarding which types of projects, across 
agencies and sectors, are having the intended impact. An 
interagency database housing information on all US de-
velopment assistance—such as the Foreign Aid Explorer or 
foreignassistance.gov—should reflect this data and serve 
as a resource to inform decision-making. 

Over time, this approach would enable all development 
assistance to ensure equitable benefits for women, girls, 
and other groups facing systemic discrimination. As re-
flected below, the United States has quite a lot of prog-
ress to make before even reaching the OECD donor av-
erage of aid targeted at promoting gender equality (35 
percent), let alone the top performer position (currently 
held by Iceland, at 94 percent). 

WHEN ALLOCATING MORE INCLUSIVE 
ODA, “TO WHOM” MATTERS AS MUCH AS 
“HOW MUCH” 
In the present system, too little money is flowing direct-
ly to local actors best versed in communities’ specific 
priorities, needs, and constraints. In 2018, the United 
States allocated just $4.4 million to local women’s or-
ganizations in low- and middle-income countries.12 In 
contrast, USAID alone allocated about $1.5 billion to a 
single private sector firm.13 Whereas overall gender-fo-
cused aid stands at 18 percent of total US official devel-
opment assistance, aid to women’s rights organizations 
is just 0.01 percent of total ODA, or 0.078 percent of 
gender-targeted ODA. 

The Biden administration can lead the way in increas-
ing investments in organizations that are locally rooted 
and operated by those who know their contexts best, 
many of whom are currently on the front lines provid-
ing critical support services in light of the COVID-19 
pandemic and global recession.14 One challenge (in-
cluding to past efforts to promote local ownership, 
such as the Obama administration’s USAID Forward 
reform initiative, and the Trump administration’s New 
Partners Initiative) is current procurement and report-
ing systems, which are often inaccessible and/or overly 
burdensome to local civil society organizations, which 
are much smaller than international firms and NGOs 
and limited in financial resources. Procurement pro-
cedures and reporting requirements should be made 

FIGURE 2. Total gender-focused aid as a percent of total 
ODA in 2018

Source: Aid projects targeting gender equality and women’s empowerment, 
OECD CRS.

https://www.usaid.gov/usaidforward#:~:text=The%20USAID%20Forward%20reform%20initiative,a%20renewed%20focus%20on%20results
https://www.usaid.gov/usaidforward#:~:text=The%20USAID%20Forward%20reform%20initiative,a%20renewed%20focus%20on%20results
https://www.usaid.gov/npi
https://www.usaid.gov/npi
https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=crs1
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proportional to organizations’ capacity, and technical 
assistance to seek bids and report on progress should 
be provided. 

How can this be done? Models are available—including 
from Canada’s Equality Fund, the Netherlands’ Lead-
ing from the South Fund, and a variety of philanthropic 
foundations—through which donors can support preex-
isting women’s rights networks and funds (e.g., regional 
women’s development funds, the Global Fund for Wom-
en, Mama Cash, Prospera) as intermediaries that can 
facilitate connections to local organizations and lend 
assistance in navigating procurement and reporting re-
quirements.15 

This is one area that will require new funding to ensure 
success. For reference, the Netherlands’ Leading from 
the South Fund is a $46 million (€40 million) invest-
ment, which amounts to 0.8 percent of the Netherlands’ 
overall ODA for 2019.16 Canada’s Equality Fund is a $288 
million ($300 million CAD) investment, which amounts 
to about 5 percent of Canada’s overall ODA for 2019.17 If 
the US were to just match the Netherlands’ 0.8 percent 
allocation of ODA to local women’s organizations, this 
would mean allocating $270 million to local women’s or-
ganizations in low- and middle-income countries. If it 
were to match Canada’s, this figure would be $1.7 billion. 

“BEYOND AID” APPROACHES CAN 
PROMOTE GLOBAL GENDER EQUALITY 
AND INCLUSION
Aid interventions in isolation are limited in their abil-
ity to tackle the systemic barriers that individuals in 
low- and middle-income countries face, and the United 
States has a range of additional foreign policy tools at its 
disposal that can contribute to this end. 

This holistic approach to promoting gender equality and 
inclusion in low- and middle-income countries would 
be unprecedented. Previous administrations have es-
tablished largely aid-focused initiatives tackling par-
ticular aspects of inequality in a piecemeal fashion: for 
example, the Trump administration launched the Wom-
en’s Global Development Prosperity Initiative (W-GDP), 
which uniquely focused on women’s economic empow-
erment. While an emphasis on areas such as providing 
access to finance for women entrepreneurs was wel-

come, the administration’s decision to cut support for 
other areas of women’s empowerment, including sexu-
al and reproductive health and rights, undermined the 
initiative’s key objectives.18 

The Obama administration also adopted something of a 
piecemeal approach, launching Let Girls Learn, for ex-
ample, which focused attention on girls’ education. And 
while the Obama administration can be credited with 
looking to advance global gender equality more broadly 
through its installation of the first Ambassador-at-Large 
for Global Women’s Issues, the White House Council on 
Women and Girls, and the launch of its Global Strategy to 
Empower Adolescent Girls, it could have gone farther in 
prioritizing global gender equality in other areas. For in-
stance, the administration missed an opportunity to in-
tegrate gender lens investing in OPIC’s portfolio or focus 
greater attention on promoting gender equality in the 
context of trade deals. Even in areas where the adminis-
tration had strong political will, it sometimes lacked suf-
ficient resources to realize its goals (see financing data 
above). The Biden administration has the opportunity to 
place intersectional gender equality front and center as 
a core priority—and do so in a way that harnesses all rel-
evant levers of foreign policy. 

For example, as reflected in the Women’s Economic Em-
powerment in Trade Act recently introduced by Senators 
Bob Casey (D-PA) and Catherine Cortez Masto (D-NV), 
US trade agreements can be harnessed to narrow global 
gender gaps, in part through giving trade preferences to 
countries that afford women and girls equal rights un-
der the law—and thus arguably more equal access to the 
benefits of such agreements. 

Migration is another powerful force for global develop-
ment, with economic returns to migrants, the families 
they leave behind, and both destination and source coun-
tries. There is also significant evidence of social remit-
tances from migration flows: migrants transmit attitudes 
from destination to sending countries in a manner that 
can improve norms and behaviors in areas from demo-
cratic accountability to gender equality.19 By taking into 
account the greater barriers faced by women migrants 
(as well migrants coming from particular geographic lo-
cations, or racial, ethnic, or religious backgrounds, or 
education levels) when formulating migration policies, 
the Biden administration can harness the US migration 
system to better promote global gender equality and in-

https://equalityfund.ca/
https://www.leadingfromthesouth.org/
https://www.leadingfromthesouth.org/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wgdp/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wgdp/
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/letgirlslearn
https://www.cgdev.org/blog/look-us-global-strategy-empower-adolescent-girls
https://www.cgdev.org/blog/look-us-global-strategy-empower-adolescent-girls
https://www.casey.senate.gov/newsroom/releases/casey-cortez-masto-introduce-legislation-to-push-for-womens-rights-in-international-trade#:~:text=The%20Women's%20Economic%20Empowerment%20in%20Trade%20Act%20will%20ensure%20the,GSP%2C%E2%80%9D%20said%20Senator%20Casey
https://www.casey.senate.gov/newsroom/releases/casey-cortez-masto-introduce-legislation-to-push-for-womens-rights-in-international-trade#:~:text=The%20Women's%20Economic%20Empowerment%20in%20Trade%20Act%20will%20ensure%20the,GSP%2C%E2%80%9D%20said%20Senator%20Casey
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clusion. For example, recognizing that the vast majority 
of workers entering the United States on H1-B visas are 
men,20 the Biden administration can work to correct the 
currently gender-biased immigration system, and in do-
ing so ensure that the US economy’s needs for migrant 
workers are met in an inclusive way.21 

Finally, USAID, MCC, DFC, and other US agencies have 
the capacity to promote gender equality not only through 
the projects they implement but also through the firms 
and employees they hire. The Biden administration can 
build on existing (but small-scale) preference programs 
focused on veterans and people of color by ensuring that 
US agencies promote increased equality in procurement 
channels. For example, agencies can institute posi-
tive incentives for contractors that are women-owned, 
employ a diverse workforce, and/or promote equitable 
workplaces, as well as supporting outreach and tech-
nical assistance for entrepreneurs from diverse back-
grounds to build capacity and increase their access to 
procurement channels. 

LEADERSHIP AND STRUCTURES 
EMPOWERED TO PRODUCE RESULTS WILL 
BE REQUIRED 
The Biden campaign has already committed to create a 
new White House Council on Gender Equality, chaired 
by a senior member of the Executive Office of the Pres-
ident.22 This new council should take an intersectional 
approach to its work, considering how gender intersects 
with other demographic characteristics to compound 
inequality and discrimination. The council should be 
given a clear mandate to coordinate across relevant 
agencies and with Congress, as well as sufficient re-
sources to accomplish this goal. In this way, the Biden 
administration can ensure that its focus on promoting 
global gender equality and inclusion moves beyond po-
litical signaling to contribute to meaningful progress.  

THE US SHOULD IMPROVE ITS 
MULTILATERAL ENGAGEMENT ON THESE 
ISSUES 
Building on its campaign pledge to push for the ratifi-
cation of the United Nations Convention on the Elimi-
nation of all Forms of Discrimination against Women, 
the Biden administration has the opportunity to restore 

the United States’ reputation as a strong multilateral col-
laborator on issues of equality and inclusion. The year 
2021 offers a concrete platform for engagement and a 
reemergence of US leadership on global gender equality 
in particular: the “Generation Equality Forum,” which 
marks the 25th anniversary of the Fourth World Confer-
ence on Women and the resulting Beijing Declaration 
and Platform for Action. President Biden or Vice Presi-
dent Harris could lead a delegation to the Forum and set 
the tone through making ambitious commitments in a 
global arena, encouraging others to follow suit. 

A second area for multilateral engagement relates to 
improving development finance and results data fo-
cused on gender equality and broader inclusion. Cur-
rently, donor governments including the United States 
report their data to the OECD Development Assistance 
Committee, using its gender policy marker to signify 
that a particular project has a gender focus or compo-
nent, or to the International Aid Transparency Initiative 
(IATI) using its gender marker.23 These systems can be 
strengthened to ensure that all donors are employing 
the markers in a consistent manner, as well as through 
the integration of an intersectional lens—one that pro-
vides additional insights into how donor investments 
address other forms of inequality rooted in location, mi-
grant, or disability status, and so on. The Biden adminis-
tration can work in partnership with the OECD Gender-
net and IATI teams, as well as other donor governments 
prioritizing the promotion of global gender equality and 
inclusion, to strengthen reporting systems and promote 
multilateral accountability on these issues.  

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
The Biden administration has a unique opportunity 
to renew US global leadership in tackling systemic in-
equality. Reclaiming the leadership mantle in this area 
will require swift and assertive action—and is insepa-
rable from our own domestic recovery and resurgence. 
Tackling gender inequality and other forms of discrim-
ination holding the United States back at home cannot 
be separated from our outlook towards and approach to 
engaging with the rest of the world. A renewed and re-
vitalized commitment to global gender equality and in-
clusion, reflected in the concrete actions proposed here, 
offers a way to make that ambitious vision a reality. 
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To deliver on this critical agenda, the Biden administra-
tion should:

• Set and pledge to fulfill gender parity and broader
inclusion targets in appointments and personnel
across government.

• Establish a White House Council on Gender Equal-
ity and Inclusion, with a dedicated budget and di-
rector to manage efforts across relevant agencies
and engage with Congress.

• Commit that all US foreign assistance spending will 
integrate considerations of gender equality and in-
clusion, including through prioritizing support to
local women’s organizations.

• Conduct a full review of the gender and broader in-
equality implications of US foreign policy, includ-
ing trade, migration, and public procurement to
identify areas where reform is needed.

• Increase and improve multilateral engagement
on these issues, including through harnessing the
2021 Generation Equality Forum as an opportuni-
ty to reestablish US leadership on global gender
equality and inclusion.
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