
 

 

          

 

No. 2019/02 

Social Development Policy Briefs 

 

Energy access is a critical enabler to 

development because it transforms 

productivity at home and at work. Renewable 

sources of energy could be time saving and 

improves health outcomes of women. Further, 

promoting women’s participation as decision-

makers in energy sector and stakeholders in 

energy initiatives would be critical to promote 

gender mainstreaming in the sector. 

Addressing gender issues in energy 

interventions extends the potential to 

contribute towards achieving the SDGs, 

including poverty alleviation (SDG 1), 

improved health and well-being (SDG 3), 

gender equality (SDG 5), good livelihoods and 

economic opportunity (SDG 8), sustainable 

urban environments (SDG 11) and climate 

action (SDG 13) and ensure access to 

affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern 

energy for all (SDG 7). 

In Asia and the Pacific, there exists a political 

will to transition to clean energy and there 

exists a political commitment to SDG 5. Yet, 

there is little mention of women or gender in 

the energy sector policies. In general, the 

thrust of national energy polices has been on 

electrification, but with almost no mention of 

women or gender. The assumption is that men 

and women benefit equally from 

electrification, and implicit in that is the 

assumption that men and women have equal 

capacities to use electricity to meet their 

needs (ENERGIA 2016). Therefore, countries 

need to make efforts to streamline their 

concerns in an integrated fashion, foregoing 

the extant policy of looking at the issues of 

energy and gender in silos. This policy brief 

highlights gender concerns in the energy 

sector and identifies policy recommendations 

that could serve to empower women through 

initiatives in the sector. 

Key Issues 

Time and effort spent in fuel collection 

In households that use fuelwood for cooking, 

collection is mostly done by women, who 

spend a huge amount of time and effort in 

doing so (Putti and others, 2015; Figure 1). In 

India, the Self-Employed Women’s Association 

found that women in rural Gujarat State spend 

as much as 40 per cent of their waking time 

collecting fuel for cooking (WLPGA 2019).  

A WHO (2016) study on clean household 

energy reveals that girls living in households 

that cook mainly with polluting fuels bear the 

greatest time-loss burden for collecting 

fuelwood or water. 

 

Figure 1: Firewood collection time by sex 

 

Source: Putti and others, 2015. 
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Energy- related risks at home  

Extensive and inefficient use of traditional 

biomass is a core gender issue for the energy 

sector across the region as they have a 

damaging impact on the health outcomes of 

women. Solid fuel use is the single most 

important environmental health risk factor 

worldwide. 

Around 2.1 billion people in the region, which 

amounts to half of the region’s population, do 

not have access to clean cooking. Household 

air pollution exacts a toll of an estimated 92 

deaths per 100,000 people in developing parts 

of Asia.  In rural areas, 85 per cent of the 

population cook mainly with polluting fuels as 

opposed to one third of the population in 

urban areas. The average annual share 

increase in access to clean cooking has 

hovered around 0.8 per cent over the period 

2000-2014, well below the pace to achieve 

universal access by 2030 (ESCAP 2017a). 

Therefore, transitioning to clean energy 

sources is critical to ensure the health and 

safety of women who use these sources of 

energy.  

Women’s presence in (i) energy sector as 

employees, (ii) energy governance as 

decision-makers  

As employees 

The energy sector offers employment and 

career possibilities for men and women. 

However, women are underrepresented in 

energy decision-making processes. Within 

energy companies, women are in the minority 

and not well represented in senior or technical 

positions(Clancy 2009).  

 

Available evidence shows that conventional 

energy industry is male dominated in terms of 

employment Renewable energy employs 

about 32% women, compared to 22% in the 

energy sector overall. Still, within renewables, 

women’s participation in science, technology, 

                                                           
1  ESCAP calculations based on IPU Women in 

Politics Infographics 2014 and 2019. Available at 

www.ipu.org/resources/publications/infographics/

2016-07/women-in-politics-2014; 

engineering and mathematics (STEM) jobs is 

far lower than in administrative jobs (IRENA 

2019).In this sector, women face particular 

constraints, including their self-perception of 

jobs that are acceptable, the ability to be 

mobile for projects in remote areas, technical 

skills and the gender wage gap (Pearl-

Martinez 2014).   

 

As decision-makers 

Data from the Inter-Parliamentary Union 

suggests that, as of 1 January 2019, women 

occupied 20.7 per cent of ministerial positions 

worldwide (IPU, 2019a). 6.7 per cent of 

portfolios held by women ministers are related 

to Environment, Natural Resources or Energy, a 

decrease from 7.1 per cent five years ago1. 

Although the absolute number of women 

ministers working in the energy-related field is 

not high, it is still the third largest portfolios 

following Social Affairs and 

Family/Children/Youth/Elderly/Disabled (IPU, 

2019b). 

  

Roadblocks 

Lack of mainstreaming gender concerns 

into energy sector policies  

There is much to be gained by mainstreaming 

gender via gender analysis and establishing 

gender targets and indicators within the 

sector. The Lao Rural Electrification 

Programme has benefited from conducting a 

gender analysis. A gender disaggregated mid-

term assessment survey of the Lao Rural 

Electrification Programme, for instance, 

revealed that 20–40 per cent of rural 

households (nearly half with a woman head of 

household) were not connected to the grid 

due to upfront connection costs. Based on this, 

specific gender focused interventions were 

designed (ESCAP 2017b).  

 

www.ipu.org/resources/publications/infographics/

2019-03/women-in-politics-2019 (accessed on 9 

December 2019). 

http://www.ipu.org/resources/publications/infographics/2016-07/women-in-politics-2014
http://www.ipu.org/resources/publications/infographics/2016-07/women-in-politics-2014
http://www.ipu.org/resources/publications/infographics/2019-03/women-in-politics-2019
http://www.ipu.org/resources/publications/infographics/2019-03/women-in-politics-2019
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Lack of sex-disaggregated data  

The lack of sex-disaggregated data on 

household energy use and health impacts has 

impeded the development of policies to 

promote clean and safe household energy. In 

cooking energy, for example, policymakers 

and people in charge of public health 

programming need relevant data to 

characterize the disparities in health status 

between and among populations of women 

and men (WHO, 2016). At the same time, lack 

of sex-disaggregated data or analysis hinders 

efforts to recognize the need for and design of 

specific gender-focused interventions (World 

Bank 2013). 

Benefits of addressing gender 

concerns in the energy sector 

When women gain access to quality energy 

services, households experience multiple 

impacts related to health, income generation 

and family well-being. Investments in 

renewable energy have the potential to 

alleviate time and labour poverty, which 

according to World Bank (2012) is the first step 

for women to make use of economic, political 

and social opportunities. It creates direct 

economic benefits through formal 

employment or opportunities to enhance 

livelihoods via small scale enterprises, training 

and skills development (Pearl-Martinez, 2014; 

Baruah 2017).  

What policymakers can do 

Mainstream gender into energy sector 

policies and programming 

Gender mainstreaming in the energy sector 

requires positive action at three levels 

(Lambrou and Piana 2006): at the policy; at 

the programme level and at the 

organizational level. 

• In energy sector policies, commitment to 

addressing gender concerns must be 

reflected at the highest level. Gender policy 

declarations within sectoral policies are 

important because they demonstrate a 

government’s intent to address gender 

concerns; provide a reference document for 

technical staff who are working on national 

policies and programmes; and provide the 

basis for action to develop the capacity of 

both women and men to address gender 

concerns. 

• Key elements of a gender-sensitive energy 

programme strategy include setting a gender-

based goal; setting targets for women, 

including for them to become clean energy 

employees and entrepreneurs; carrying out 

research to evaluate interventions and the 

impacts of design elements of gender-

sensitive projects; designing gender-focused 

activities, including gender-targeted 

promotion and marketing strategies; and 

monitoring the results of such actions(Cecelski 

and Dutta 2011). Project monitoring also must 

include data collection on how women and 

men perceive their energy needs as well as 

what actions they perceive as most beneficial. 

Financing of energy access programmes also 

needs to be gender sensitive. Gender-

equitable financing is needed to meet both 

women’s and men’s needs (NORAD 2011). 

• At the organizational level, concerted efforts 

should be undertaken to ensure that gender-

targets are met and that women’s effective 

participation is promoted. Results from gender 

analysis should inform the actions on the 

ground. 

Conduct gender-responsive data 

collection and analyses 

Universal energy access cannot be achieved 

without gender-responsive programmes and 

policies, which in turn require better data 

collection, gender-responsive indicators and 

gender analyses. There is a need to: 

• Improve data collection on women’s and 

men’s resource use, knowledge of, access to 

and control over resources and opportunities 

to be involved in decision-making are needed. 
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• Conduct longitudinal analysis of energy 

access to enable better tracking of the energy 

and gender inequalities overlaps and the 

gender impacts of energy interventions. For 

example, longitudinal term mapping of work 

hours, energy access and qualitative analysis 

of women’s roles in urban and rural economies 

are important to understand how 

development changes and realistically alters 

the gender balance. 

Harness women’s economic 

empowerment as a strategy for universal 

energy access 

Women’s engagement as energy 

entrepreneurs provides opportunity for 

ensuring universal access to energy. Women, 

in the provision of sustainable energy and 

climate-change technologies, have many 

strengths. They understand what design 

features meet women’s needs, they can go 

places where men cannot go, and they are 

more effective in selling to other women and 

in reaching “the last mile” in rural areas. Some 

of the larger initiatives work on a two-pronged 

strategy of (a) including popularization of 

clean energy and empowering women 

entrepreneurs to educate people in their 

communities on the benefits of using clean 

energy products and (b) making them 

customers. Such activities need to be scaled- 

up, with adequate capacity-building exercises 

for women energy entrepreneurs that could 

create a level-playing field. Enhancing policy 

commitment at the national level could 

promote an enabling ecosystem for women 

energy entrepreneurs to thrive. 

Additionally, the ongoing global energy 

transition should be reaped to generate jobs 

for women. It is estimated that jobs in 

renewable energy could increase from 10.3 

million in 2017 to 29 million in 2050. This increase 

should be made inclusive by bringing more 

women into the sector (IRENA 2019). 

 

 

Prioritize clean cooking fuels and 

technologies 

Energy for cooking continues to have severe 

socioeconomic impacts for poor households 

and for women and children in particular. 

While there have been notable advances in 

electrification, by contrast, access to clean 

cooking continues to fall behind. There are at 

least three areas that need concerted action: 

• There is a need for greater political and 

financial commitment to ensure that all 

households in the region switch to clean fuels. 

• Research and development of innovative, 

low-emissions technologies to provide 

household energy services should be a top 

priority for the global development agenda 

(WHO, 2016). 

• Investment in education and awareness, 

particularly among men, is needed to redress 

the imbalance between women as 

beneficiaries and men as financial decision 

makers within the household. 
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