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Abstract.— Unlike the gender earnings gap that has been amply studied, the gender wealth gap has only recently begun to receive atten-
tion. Studies of the gender wealth gap have been concentrated on developed countries and have been limited by the use of household-
level data. Using individual-level and sex-disaggregated wealth data for Ecuador, this paper examines the pattern of wealth inequality
across genders, at different points of the wealth distribution, for sole and then partnered household heads. We use a new Oaxaca-Blinder-
type decomposition method based on unconditional quantile regression to investigate the sources of the gap at different quantiles. Our
results show that among sole heads the gap favors men across the distribution and is largest at the lower tail. Among partnered heads,
the gap is much less pronounced throughout the distribution, actually reverting at the lower tail. For both sole and partnered heads, at
the lower tail of the distribution, the gender gap is primarily associated with differing returns to covariates. At the median and upper
quantiles, gender differences in endowments (ownership of savings accounts, education, and age) drive the gap. Gender bias in inheri-
tance plays a significant role only at lower and median wealth levels. Overall, our results show stark contrasts with results for developed
countries and important differences between sole versus partnered heads. Our study also adds evidence to the long-standing debate over
whether female household heads are poorer than male heads and calls for the pursuit of wealth-differentiated policies and social pro-
grams to increase women’s participation in the formal economy, as well as the returns to their participation.
� 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Unlike the gender earnings gap, which has been amply stud-
ied in developing country contexts (World Bank, 2011), the
gender wealth gap has only recently begun to receive attention.
Moreover, rigorous analyses of the gender wealth gap have
been limited to developed countries. These studies have
demonstrated that while the gender wealth gap tends to favor
men, the magnitude and sources of the gap vary depending
upon factors such as the definition of wealth, whether the
focus is on household or individual wealth, or marital status.
Further, while only a few studies have investigated the gender
wealth gap across the wealth distribution, these show it can
sometimes vary markedly from the mean.
This paper, drawing upon individual non-pension net wealth

data for Ecuador, investigates the sources of the gender wealth
gap among male and female sole household heads and com-
pares these with the sources of the gap for heads who are part-
nered (married or in a consensual union). This comparison is
important since the majority of studies—being based on
household wealth—are unable to differentiate between the
wealth of husbands and wives in couple-headed households.
The paper also contributes to the literature by estimating the
gender wealth gap and providing a detailed decomposition
of it at different points of the wealth distribution using the
unconditional quantile approach of Firpo, Fortin, and
Lemieux (2009). This more accurate estimation of the gap dis-
tribution is very relevant for policy, since it sheds light on
whether a gender gap that is unfavorable to women is largest
among the asset poor or the wealthy. Further, unlike previous
studies, we minimize reweighting error bias associated with
gap decompositions by applying a new covariate balancing
methodology developed by Imai and Ratkovic (2014).
While there is a large and growing literature on gender asset

gaps in developing countries, particularly of gender inequality
in land ownership (Agarwal, 1994; Deere & León, 2003; Doss,
Kovarik, Peterman, Quisumbing, & van den Bold, 2015), rel-
atively few studies have been carried out on gender differences

in total wealth holdings. For this purpose, the Gender Asset
Gap Project undertook national-level surveys in Ecuador
and Ghana and at the state-level in Karnataka, India. Doss,
Deere, Oduro, and Swaminathan (2014) establish that it is
possible to collect individual-level data on asset ownership
as well as its value, and that the gender wealth gap varies con-
siderably across countries, finding a much larger wealth gap in
favor of men in Karnataka than in Ghana, and particularly,
than in Ecuador.
Ecuador provides an interesting case for a more detailed

study of the gender wealth gap since the default marital regime
is partial community property, where all property acquired
during the marriage is considered to be jointly owned by the
couple. Thus, one would expect the aggregate gender wealth
gap among partnered individuals to be generally small.
Indeed, Deere, Oduro, Swaminathan, and Doss (2013) found
that women who are married or in a consensual union own
44% of total couple wealth in Ecuador, compared to 19% in
Ghana and only 9% in Karnataka, India. The authors argue
that these differences are partly explained by the prevailing
marital and inheritance regimes. In contrast to Ecuador,
Ghana and Karnataka are characterized by the separation
of property regime, where property acquired during the mar-
riage belongs to the person who purchased it. Moreover, while
in all three countries inheritances are considered to be the
property of the spouse who inherits them, inheritance is much
more gender equitable, both legally and in practice, in Ecua-
dor than in the other two countries. Thus, differences in men’s
and women’s labor force participation and earnings play a
much greater role in framing women’s acquisition of assets
in these two countries than in Ecuador.
Given the relatively favorable institutional framework for

women in Ecuador, it is not surprising that the gender wealth

*We thank the editor of this journal and two anonymous reviewers whose

comments and suggestions helped improve this paper. Final revision
accepted: February 8, 2017.

World Development Vol. xx, pp. xxx–xxx, 2017
0305-750X/� 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

www.elsevier.com/locate/worlddev
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2017.02.003

1

Please cite this article in press as: Anglade, B. et al. Decomposing the Gender Wealth Gap in Ecuador, World Development (2017),
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2017.02.003

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2017.02.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2017.02.003


gap among partnered individuals is relatively small. Using the
same data base for Ecuador as reported above, we find that
while the mean male-to-female ratio is 1.25 among partnered
heads, it is 1.81 among sole heads; this same trend holds at
the median although the difference for partnered and unpart-
nered heads is smaller (Tables 1 and 2). But to what extent
does the gender wealth gap and, moreover, its sources vary
according to the household’s location in the wealth distribu-
tion?
Studies of the gender wage or earnings gap for Latin Amer-

ica tend to find that this gap in men’s favor is largest at the
lower end of the income distribution, particularly in the
poorer countries of the region, including Ecuador (Gallardo
& Ñopo, 2009; Ñopo, 2012). 1 To the extent that the accumu-
lation of wealth is strongly conditioned by labor market par-
ticipation and its returns, we expect the gender wealth gap
to mirror the gender wage gap, being most pronounced at
the lower end of the distribution. At the same time, much
depends on the role of inheritance in the accumulation of
wealth. We would expect a gender bias in inheritance to con-
tribute to the gender wealth gap, but whether this bias is man-
ifested at the upper or lower end of the distribution partly
depends on whether the incidence of inheritance differs by
wealth level.
In Ecuador, we find that the distribution of the raw gender

wealth ratio is indeed largest at low wealth ranges, yet only
for sole heads. From a peak of 2.66 at the 10th percentile, it
then falls steadily to the 70th percentile before increasing once
again at the top decile (1.80), suggesting a U-shaped distribu-
tion (Table 1 and Figure 1). Among partnered heads, the pat-
tern is strikingly different, following an inverted U distribution,
being lowest and in women’s favor at the poorest decile (0.51),
then increasing to a peak of 1.43 in the mid-range of the distri-
bution before decreasing once again (Table 2 and Figure 2). As
we will show, inherited assets and employment/earnings types
play different roles in explaining the gender wealth gap depend-
ing on the point in the wealth distribution. Moreover, returns
to non-income factors such as parenthood, location, and par-
ents’ literacy have a much more important role in driving the
gender gap for low-wealth sole heads in Ecuador.
After reviewing comparable studies of the gender wealth gap

for developed countries in the next section, we present the con-
ceptual framework and empirical specification employed in
this study. This is followed by the presentation of the data
and then the results, and concluding thoughts.

2. WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT THE GENDER WEALTH
GAP IN DEVELOPED COUNTRIES

One of the reasons that the gender wealth gap has been rel-
atively understudied is because when data on asset ownership
are collected in household surveys—including in large-scale

wealth surveys—they have tended to be recorded at the house-
hold rather than the individual level, constraining a gender
analysis. Analyses concerned with gender inequality have thus
been limited to the study of household types: male vs. female
headed vs. households made up or headed by a married cou-
ple. The main finding of these studies is that couple-headed
households tend to be wealthier on average than those made
up of sole heads (Deere & Doss, 2006; Schmidt & Sevak,
2006; Yamokoski & Keister, 2006; Gibson, Le, & Scobie,
2006).
The main rigorous gender analysis that can be carried out

with household-level data is a comparison of sole male- and
female-headed households. 2 Schmidt and Sevak (2006) in
their analysis of non-pension wealth in the United States find
that, controlling for individual characteristics, the wealth of
sole male-headed households is significantly greater than that
of sole female-headed households. Austen, Jefferson, and Ong
(2014) report a similar finding in terms of the net worth
(including pensions) of Australian sole heads.
Both these studies go beyond an analysis of the mean to

investigate gender wealth differences among sole heads
throughout the distribution, however their interpretation is
limited due to the conditional nature of the regression analysis
used. Schmidt and Sevak (2006) find that in the US there exists
a gender gap in favor of men, which holds across the distribu-
tion and is greatest at the top quartile. The authors do not
investigate the determinants of the gap. For Australia,
Austen et al. (2014) also find a large gap favoring men in
the upper quartile of the distribution of net worth, smaller
gaps at other points in the distribution, but a reversal of the
gender gap at the lowest quartile. 3 They conclude that individ-
ual characteristics play a relatively small role in explaining the
gender wealth gap and posit that the differences in the compo-
sition of men’s and women’s wealth portfolio may be the main
source of the gap. Their decomposition analysis, using the
Machado-Mata method, however, does not allow quantifica-
tion of the contribution of specific factors to the gender wealth
gap.
The main study that draws upon a national-level individual

net wealth data (which includes private, but not public pen-
sions) to analyze the gender wealth gap is by Sierminska,
Frick, and Grabka (2010) for Germany. They find a significant
raw gender gap, of about 30,000 Euros, favoring men overall,
and an even more pronounced gap among married individu-
als, almost 50,000 Euros. They also demonstrate that the rel-
ative gender wealth gap at the mean differs markedly by
marital status, being largest among those who are partnered
rather than unpartnered. They decompose the wealth gap
among partnered individuals across the distribution and show
that differences in characteristics—most importantly income
and labor market characteristics—contribute the most to the
gap at the mean, bottom and top of the distribution. Their

Table 1. Raw gender wealth gap, sole male heads (SMH) and sole female heads (SFH) (in $US)

Mean Percentiles

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

SMH 30,403 266 672 1,741 4,692 7,900 13,345 21,601 39,125 82,376
SFH 16,785 100 319 868 2,387 5,141 9,191 15,648 27,752 45,671
Gap 13,547 166 353 874 2,305 2,759 4,154 5,953 11,374 36,705
P-value 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.02 0.02 0.06 0.07 0.09 0.02 0.00
Men-to-women ratio 1.81 2.66 2.10 2.01 1.97 1.54 1.45 1.38 1.41 1.80

Source: Authors’ calculation based on EAFF 2010 data.
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