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Key Messages 

 Quotas, reservations, stipends and other forms of affirmative action can increase the representation of 
people from designated groups in central and local government, education and labour markets. 

 Affirmative action has some success in increasing the numbers of women in legislative bodies in many 
countries and in higher education in East Africa; in increasing the numbers of people from marginalised racial 
groups’ access to Higher Education in Brazil, Malaysia and South Africa; and increasing and marginalised 
caste and racial groups’ access to employment in India and South Africa. 

 There is less evidence that inclusion of these groups leads to more transformative change, and outside India, 
little investigation of the impact on beneficiary individuals’ and designated groups’ economic wellbeing. 

 People with disabilities appear to have been neglected by affirmative action policies. 

 The outcomes of discrimination vary considerably by group and by context- solutions are likely to be more 
context specific than universally applicable policy recommendations.   

 Not all members of a marginalised group share the same interests and group labels can become politically 
contested.

In the quest to ‘leave no one behind’ how far can anti-
discrimination policies and programmes create more 
inclusive societies?  What is the evidence that such 
actions reduce discrimination and improve the 
outcomes for marginalised groups?   
 
This briefing note summarises the findings of a rigorous 
review of evidence on anti-discrimination policies and 
legislation in low- and middle-income countries 
(LMICs).  The review focussed on three areas: political 
participation, education and labour markets, all of which 
were hypothesised to play an instrumental role in 
marginalised people’s trajectories out of poverty.  
 
An extensive literature search identified 450 relevant 
studies, were screened according to criteria relating to 
the robustness of the methodology and a full 
explanation of findings. The studies reviewed focussed 

on policies or programmes operating at scale. This 
resulted in the exclusion of research on small initiatives 
undertaken by non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs).  
  

Overall conclusions of the evidence review 

 
There is limited evidence on the link between anti-
discrimination policies and reduced poverty  
 
The majority of studies only examine whether anti-
discrimination policies have been effective in terms of 
their immediate objectives (such as to increase 
representation of a specific group among elected 
representatives or in particular educational 
institutions). This said, we found some evidence 
concerning links between particular aspects of anti-
discrimination policy and improved outcomes for 
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targeted groups. The strongest evidence emerges from 
analysis of labour market policies. There is also positive 
evidence (from India) concerning the impact of 
reservation policies in higher education on graduates’ 
subsequent economic well-being. The evidence related 
to political reservations is not highly conclusive on the 
link between these policies and changing fortunes for 
particular groups. 
 
Not all members of marginalised groups experience 
discrimination in the same ways, and anti-discrimination 
policies can also create new elites. There is some 
evidence of this in India (the ‘creamy layer’ debates) 
and as a result of Black Economic Empowerment (BEE) 
in South Africa. More analysis is required of how wealth 
(class) intersects with identity-based discrimination – 
and when a poverty-focused approach is more 
appropriate approach to tackling disadvantage. 
 
Evidence on different marginalised groups across 
different sectors and contexts is highly varied: 
 
Our review found the greatest number of examples of 
gender-based affirmative action – which has been 
common in the political arena and in both school and 
higher education but appears much less so in labour 
markets. In the political arena and education 
respectively, affirmative action measures have had 
some success in enhancing the numerical 
representation of women and girls. Indeed, in some 
regions (East Asia, Latin America), gender disparities in 
school attendance and achievement have been 
significantly reduced or even reversed. It is less clear 
that political representation is necessarily associated 
with policy change that benefits women and girls.  
 
In India, affirmative action for marginalised castes and 
tribes in education, labour markets and the political 
arena is significant (and reservations cover up to 50% of 
the population of some states). While there is 
divergence among the conclusions of this large body of 
literature, many studies find affirmative action 
measures have contributed to improving the outcomes 
for some members of these groups. 
 
Limited but broadly positive evidence to promote 
marginalised ethnic and racial groups. Apart from Brazil, 
where affirmative action measures are directed to a 
large, excluded minority (Afro-Brazilians), the strongest 
evidence concerning race-based affirmative action in 
education and labour markets comes from contexts 
where a racial majority has historically been 
marginalised, economically (Malaysia) and 

economically and politically (South Africa). Most 
studies of mother language or bilingual education in 
the early grades of primary school, which particularly 
benefits marginalised ethnic groups, find a strong 
positive effect. These studies are wide-ranging and 
draw on experience in Latin America, Cambodia and 
India. 
  
Limited attention to disabled people. Apart from 
inclusive education policies that focus on disabled 
children (for which commitment to and quality of 
implementation vary considerably), and a few 
examples of anti-discrimination measures in 
employment law, we found very limited evidence of 
other affirmative action policies to reduce 
discrimination against people with disabilities.  
 
One of the more problematic issues in the design of 
affirmative action to target marginalised groups is the 
naming and embedding of categories of person. The 
review suggests the use of some categories as the basis 
for affirmative action can create competition between 
groups, reinforce and embed difference in society (as 
with caste in India or race in South Africa) or create a 
false impression of unity (women). We should be aware 
that categories often change and evolve over time.  
 
The social categories of affirmative action can create 
new dimensions of inclusion and exclusion, since 
affirmative action policies act as gateways to resources. 
Policy design may need to change in response to these 
changing patterns of exclusion and discrimination. 
 
Main insights from the evidence 
 

Political participation 
 
Affirmative action has been very successful in 
increasing the numbers of women in national and 
local legislatures, particularly through quota and 
reservation systems.  These measures work in a wide 
range of cultural and economic contexts, but require 
high level political support to be implemented. 
 
Quantitative studies on political reservations at the 
local government level in India, targeted at women 
and Scheduled Castes and Tribes (SCs/STs) suggest 
they may improve outcomes or access to services in 
India. Examples of this include studies on the 
political inclusion of women leading to better access 
to water services, and newer research linking 
reservations to better nutritional outcomes for 
children.  The limitation of these studies as a body 
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of evidence is that they explore different sets of 
variables using different assumptions. Explanations 
of causality tend to be underdeveloped and 
insufficiently contextualised. Qualitative evidence 
suggests that women in political reservations often 
have limited power in practice. 
 
The degree to which successes in descriptive 
representation of women has benefited women as 
a whole is contested. For example, elite and 
wealthier women gain political voice, but there is 
little evidence to suggest that this necessarily 
benefits the well-being of all women.   
 
Little evidence on the political representation 
(through affirmative action) of other marginalised 
groups such as ethnic minorities or people with 
disabilities is available.   One study highlights 
Uganda’s quotas for representatives with disabilities 
have increased their descriptive representation, but 
not necessarily improved the well-being of people 
with disabilities as a whole. 
 
Marginalised groups do not have unified interests 
and therefore political representation is not aligned 
with categories of marginalisation (such as race, 
ethnicity or gender). 
 

 

Education 
 
At all levels of education (primary to tertiary), there 
is evidence that affirmative action policies have been 
successful in increasing participation and learning 
among targeted groups. The evidence base is 
strongest for girls, partial for speakers of non-
dominant/non-national languages and most limited 
for disabled children. Qualitative evidence does, 
however, suggest gains in access have not 
necessarily been matched with a shift to less 
discriminatory experience and this continues to be 
off-putting for many children/young people.  
The most appropriate affirmative action approaches 
vary according to need.  For example, inclusive 
education for speakers of non-dominant languages 
demands curriculum change; effective inclusion for 
disabled children requires a combination of 
additional resourcing, changing pedagogical 
approach and, in some cases, assistive devices. For 
all groups, it is likely that training of teachers and 
school managers in inclusive attitudes and practices, 
as well as more specific tailored training, will be 

necessary, though our review found few evaluations 
examining the impact of such approaches.  
 
For all social groups, reducing inequalities in access 
to education and reducing drop-out at all levels is 
key. Most children from marginalised groups – and 
particularly those from poor backgrounds – have 
very little chance of reaching higher education 
unless the factors that lead to drop out – poverty, 
poor quality teaching, and discrimination in school 
are addressed. 
 

 

Labour markets  
 
Affirmative action policies designed to address 
longstanding disadvantage have been successful to 
some degree in India and South Africa at increasing 
the representation of excluded groups in the 
workplace, but evidence of their broader impacts on 
incomes and well-being is mixed and clearer in India 
than South Africa. Conversely, a lack of social 
networks and connections can limit the employment 
prospects of students who have benefited from 
reservations in the education system. In both 
contexts, there is concern about the creation of a 
small elite middle class who benefit 
disproportionately from these policies and leave the 
most disadvantaged behind. At the same time, there 
is some evidence from India that without the 
continuation of affirmative action policies some 
marginalised castes are at risk of sinking back into 
high levels of poverty.  
 
Labour market outcomes are also dependent on 
outcomes in other areas of national policy such as in 
education, welfare, health, housing and 
transportation. This relationship is evident in both 
affirmative action and training policies. In both India 
and South Africa, the quality of education available 
to marginalised groups is seen as limiting the quality 
and level of subsequent employment. The evidence 
shows that, for vocational skills training to lead to 
successful labour market outcomes – as has been 
the case with some groups of disadvantaged youth 
in Latin America - close relationships with 
employers, skills carefully matched to the labour 
market and additional ‘soft’ skills training are all 
effective.  
 
Participation in the labour market through public 
works programmes appears to slightly advantage 
women in accessing employment, and to enable 
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them to build social networks, although the 
evidence  is not very strong and comes primarily 
from labour guarantee programmes in India. 

 

Key Evidence gaps 

 
The relative importance of broad, inclusive policies and 
programmes compared with measures targeted at 
particular groups in achieving transformative change for 
marginalised groups. No studies compared the impact 
of these approaches; evidence from the education 
sector suggests that although broader investment is 
often critical, targeted measures are often needed to 
tackle specific obstacles – such as perceptions that it is 
not worth educating girls or disabled children, or to 
ensure that marginalised ethnic groups can learn in a 
language they understand. 
 
The effectiveness of anti-discrimination measures in 
helping shift marginalised groups out of poverty. Very 
few studies focus on the impacts of anti-discrimination 
policies on marginalised groups’ economic wellbeing. 
This is particularly the case for measures to promote 
marginalised groups’ political representation. 
 
Measures to combat discrimination within public 
services (other than education). Initially the review 
sought to synthesise evidence on anti-discrimination 
measures within the health sector and social protection 
programmes but we found no evaluations of efforts to 
promote non-discriminatory practice or affirmative 
action within these sectors.  
 
The role of attitude and behaviour change campaigns in 
combating discrimination. We only found evidence of 
(moderately effective) campaigns to encourage 
parents to send girls to school and to reduce stigma and 
discrimination against people with HIV/AIDS. However, 
we found no studies of campaigns to reduce 
discrimination against other groups.  
 
Evidence of efforts to tackle discrimination against 
refugees, migrants and displaced people, people with 
stigmatised physical or mental health conditions, against 
religious minorities and people with stigmatised sexual 
orientations. Almost all evidence concerning these 

groups focused on the experience of discrimination 
rather than on measures to combat discrimination. 
 
The politics of implementation and resistance to anti-
discrimination policies. Although anti-discrimination 
laws, policies and programmes are profoundly political, 
we found limited analysis of the political economy 
surrounding decisions to accede to conventions or to 
pass anti-discriminatory legislation.  
 
Experiences of implementation and the ways in which 
well-intentioned policies are deliberately subverted or 
fail in implementation. One exception to this is some of 
the emerging studies related to actual implementation 
or non-implementation of inclusive education for 
disabled children, and policies allowing girls who have 
given birth to return to school. More detailed empirical 
analysis of the politics of implementation and non-
implementation of and active resistance (rather than 
simply discontent) to affirmative action policies is 
needed.  
 
Role of civil society mobilisation in driving change. 
Evidence suggests women’s movements have played 
an important role in driving the adoption of some laws 
and policies to promote women and girls’ rights, and 
that broad, leftist social and political mobilisation has 
driven some policies aimed at reducing inequalities 
between different social groups, particularly in Latin 
America, India and South Africa. We were surprised to 
find no studies concerning the role of trade unions in 
challenging labour market discrimination, nor more 
substantial evidence concerning the role of civil society 
mobilisation in driving change in educational 
opportunities for discriminated-against groups.  
 
Use of the law to enforce legislation. There is little 
evidence around the use of litigation to enforce anti-
discrimination legislation or to drive change in 
institutional practices or resource allocations. This is 
particularly notable in the case of women’s 
employment rights and the enforcement of policies 
around maternity leave, flexible working and early 
childhood care, but also in cases of discrimination in 
employers’ procedures for hiring or promotion. 
 

For full details see the full report.

 

http://static1.squarespace.com/static/539712a6e4b06a6c9b892bc1/t/574586178a65e22fcdba1409/1464174107065/19052016+Anti-discrimination+Review++Formatted.pdf

