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Executive summary 

Social and economic empowerment of historically marginalised groups is essential for sustainable 

development. Closing gender and diversity gaps significantly boosts productivity and creates 

employment opportunities without necessarily reducing opportunities for others. However, poorly 

designed implementations can generate perceptions of reverse discrimination and trigger legal and social 

backlash. This brief summarises evidence, presents key statistics, and offers actionable recommendations 

to pursue inclusive empowerment while minimising division. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

1. Background 

Social and economic empowerment is central to sustainable development. Evidence from the IMF, World 

Bank, and other studies shows that closing gender and diversity gaps boosts productivity, expands 

employment, and strengthens cohesion. For example, eliminating gender disparities could add USD 7 

trillion to global GDP and create millions of new jobs in the EU by 2050. 

However, concerns are emerging about whether some empowerment initiatives particularly rigid quotas 

risk perceptions of reverse discrimination. This tension can trigger backlash, lawsuits, and reduced 

support for inclusivity policies. 

2. The Problem 

 Empowerment vs. Perceptions of Exclusion: While inclusion policies open opportunities, some 

majority groups perceive them as unfair displacements. 

 Legal & Social Backlash: Cases in the US and Europe show that poorly designed DEI (Diversity, 

Equity, Inclusion) measures have led to lawsuits and compensation claims worth millions. 

 Hidden Resistance: Surveys reveal that up to 48% of respondents globally believe women’s rights 

initiatives may disadvantage men. Such sentiments, if unaddressed, threaten to erode hard-won 

gains in gender equality. 

3. Key Insights from Evidence  

 Quotas often replace underperforming incumbents rather than high performers, improving long-

term quality in some cases. 

 Surveys in multiple contexts report sizeable proportions of respondents perceiving empowerment 

as disadvantaging men (some around 48%). 

 High-profile litigation shows legal risk when procedures lack transparency or fairness. 

4. Key Insights 

The table below summarises the principal statistics referenced in this brief. 

Indicator Value Unit 

Global GDP boost if gender gap closes 7 Trillion USD 

EU jobs created by 2050 (if gender gaps close) 10.5 Million Jobs 

Respondents who believe women’s rights 

disadvantage men 

48 % 

Male turnover increase after quotas 2.9 % 



 

5. Visual Summary 

 

Figure 1: Economic & Perception cluster (left) and Perception / Organisational change (right). 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Public perception of whether women's rights disadvantage men 

 



 

Figure 3: Normalised comparison of key indicators (for cross-indicator visual comparison) 

 

6. Policy Recommendations 

1. Adopt Balanced Empowerment Approaches 

o Focus on removing barriers rather than redistributing opportunities in a zero-sum way. 

o Prioritize equitable access to opportunities based on merit. 

2. Design Inclusive DEI Policies 

o Complement quotas with training, mentorship, and systemic reforms. 

o Use transparent criteria to avoid perceptions of favouritism. 

3. Monitor and Mitigate Backlash 

o Track sentiment among all groups through surveys and dialogue. 

o Address concerns openly to prevent hidden resistance from escalating. 

4. Communicate Economic Benefits 

o Highlight evidence that inclusion expands, rather than shrinks, the economic pie. 

o Showcase success stories where empowerment has improved organizational outcomes. 

7. Implementation Considerations 

 Collect disaggregated data (gender, disability, age, and ethnicity) and publish regular progress 

reports. 

 Engage stakeholders from majority and minority groups through consultations and information 

campaigns. 

 Pilot policies and refine them before sector-wide scale-up. 

 Ensure legal compliance and accessible appeal processes.  



 

8. Conclusion 

Empowerment of marginalized groups including women, youth, people of colour, and persons with 

disabilities is indispensable for inclusive growth. Yet, if implemented in ways that appear exclusionary, 

such initiatives risk undermining social cohesion and long-term progress. 

A balanced, evidence-driven approach is needed one that uplifts disadvantaged groups without fuelling 

perceptions of reverse discrimination. This ensures empowerment remains a unifying, rather than 

divisive, force for sustainable economic development. 
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