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Executive summary

	 �Numerous reports from global institutions have established that empowering women 
economically propels growth and prosperity, while also reducing suffering on a number  
of fronts. 

	 �The global gender gap occurs in every nation and all major social institutions contribute to 
it. All institutions, therefore, must join the effort to close it. 

	 �Business, as the institution that plays a central role in the everyday operations of the world 
economy, is an essential participant in this effort. The economic empowerment of women 
simply cannot be achieved without the engagement of the private sector.

	 �If the expected growth benefits are to occur and if the programmes that support women’s 
successful engagement are to be sustained, then it is necessary to integrate the task of 
female inclusion into the actual systems of business. 

	 �This report describes the lessons learned by a group of major multinationals who have 
joined the effort to economically empower women through partnerships, research, and 
innovative programmes that aim to lift economic barriers and bring women into full 
participation.

	 �The aims of this research publication are, first, to encourage other corporations to 
join in this important global effort and, second, to offer suggestions to the rest of the 
international community on the role that business can and should play. 

Foreword

Forming the Global Business Coalition for  
Women’s Economic Empowerment 

In 2013, I had an idea that, at the time, seemed improbable. I wanted to convene the 
multinational corporations leading the global effort to improve economic inclusion for 
women and bring them to Oxford to share what they had learned. Having worked on 
women’s empowerment programmes with several companies while also managing my 
own research projects aimed at the same end, I had learned that this work was much 
more difficult than many in the international development community realised. I also 
saw corporations working through business means to establish programmes that would 
be self-sustaining experiencing many of the same challenges. I believed that the global 
project to empower women would be more successful – and grow to scale more quickly 
– if each of these companies could share what they had learned. I also knew that there 
were public organisations and scholars who would benefit from access to what these 
corporations now knew, but I saw that there was never a venue in which businesses could 
candidly do so. 

Thanks to a generous grant from the ExxonMobil Foundation, I was able to begin 
working to realize this idea. I made a list of the corporations I felt were making significant 
investments in women’s empowerment, including only those I felt were sincerely trying 
to foster systemic change. I selected only one company per industry and excluded those 
industries where I did not yet see a company that seemed genuinely engaged. I was 
happily surprised when companies I contacted were eager to attend a session where 
they would be able to speak to other private sector entities who were trying to work out 
women’s economic empowerment through market-based means.

		�  The first group of major corporations came together  
at Rhodes House in Oxford in December 2014.

The first group of major corporations came together at Rhodes House in Oxford in 
December 2014. I put two constraints on the two-day gathering: that it would be 
confined to the private sector and that all conversations would be kept confidential. I 
chose these two conditions for good reasons. I had observed that, in the many cross-
sector and public meetings then being held on the topic, the multinationals either gave 
overly positive presentations of programmes that must certainly have been difficult to 
execute – or they said nothing at all. Public and charitable organisations would dominate 
the conversation; the dynamic in the room always seemed to presume the companies 
knew nothing and were only there to write a cheque. 

I knew many of these companies had been engaged in this effort for a long time and 
had much to teach. I also knew they had more to offer than their money. The project of 
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empowering women, especially in remote and impoverished circumstances, however, 
is extremely daunting and mistakes are inevitable. I suspected that the private sector 
players were hesitant to be candid in a public setting for this reason. They needed a safe 
space where they could talk. 

The atmosphere was electric as they began to tell each 
other what they were doing, what the problems were, 
and, importantly, how some of them were devising ways 
to cope with the inevitable obstacles and challenges.

The potential was evident as soon as these people walked through the door at Rhodes 
House. The atmosphere was electric as they began to tell each other what they were 
doing, what the problems were, and, importantly, how some of them were devising ways 
to cope with the inevitable obstacles and challenges. We all became very excited. I was 
also pleased to see that these business people began to form friendships and develop 
trust. 

By the end of those first two days, the group members decided that they wanted to 
continue meeting and perhaps build a platform for sharing their collective knowledge with 
the international development community. Since 2014, they have met every six months, 
usually in Oxford, towards that end. After several sessions sharing data, the group broke 
itself into topical groups to try and arrive at a common set of lessons and guidelines. By 
the end of 2016, they had distilled a number of core lessons to share publicly. In 2017, 
they founded the Global Business Coalition for Women’s Economic Empowerment, or 
GBCforWEE. (For simplicity in the report, I have abbreviated the coalition as GBCWEE in this 
report.) 

The academic auspices of this report are important to note. All work to date has 
been done under a research grant to the University of Oxford funded initially by the 
ExxonMobil Foundation and, later, by contributions from each of the companies in the 
GBCWEE: The Coca-Cola Company, ExxonMobil Foundation, Goldman Sachs, Marks 
& Spencer, Mondeléz International, Mastercard Center for Inclusive Growth, PwC, 
Qualcomm® Wireless Reach™, and Walmart. Rules that govern research outputs at 
Oxford are strict. Of primary importance is that the principal investigator remains 
in control of the final product and speaks with academic independence. This report 
is thus truly a research output, written in my voice to put forward what I believe to 
be valuable and objective findings. As with any academic article, much of what is in 
these pages is drawn from my own knowledge of the field and reflects my views as 
a scholar. But I have also listened to the members of the GBCWEE, just as I would 
carefully attend to the views of respondents to any research effort, and, as in any 
research report, I have endeavoured to accurately represent what I have heard.  

I also wish to make clear, however, the intentions of the GBCWEE in helping to bring this 
report to fruition. While I have no doubt this document will be useful to international 

agencies, governments, nongovernmental organisations (NGOs), and foundations, the 
GBCWEE’s foremost purpose is to attract other corporations into the global initiative 
to empower women and to give them a running start on designing their programmes. 
As a consequence, much of this report takes on a ‘how to’ tone. Again, I have put 
nothing in here that I did not feel to be true and in the public interest. Furthermore, 
I share the GBCWEE’s desire to have additional private sector players join this cause, 
so I am in agreement that the document needs to address the practical issues. These 
issues are most keenly felt in programmes implemented in developing, especially rural, 
environments, so the ‘how to’ sections often focus there. Nevertheless, all GBCWEE 
members recognise that women’s economic empowerment is a global need. Indeed all of 
them have programmes in developed countries as well. 

While nearly all of these companies have a philanthropic effort aimed at women’s 
empowerment, the majority also has programmes that try to integrate women—as 
workers, customers, and suppliers—into their businesses. In this report, I will briefly 
address the philanthropic focus, which is important and distinctive, but the main thrust 
of the text will be on the programmes that are rooted in business. I took this strategy 
because I wanted to introduce the international community to the relative advantages 
of working together to achieve sustainability through market-based approaches. I also 
wanted to highlight the unique challenges that the business projects present and show 
some of the ways that companies have tried to solve them. 

Geographical reach of the GBCWEE: number of companies with 
at least one WEE programme in each country

10 2 3 4 5–7

Key: Number of  
companies in country
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Drawing attention to what GBCWEE companies have already done is also important, in 
part to establish their credentials in this area, but also to show the scale of their reach 
and impact. All these companies have had supplier and employment diversity initiatives 
for decades. The first of them to engage directly and intentionally with the global 
women’s economic empowerment effort began in 2004, about the time the movement 
began. All had begun programmes by 2011. Collectively, the group has 57 years of 
experience doing such work. These are very large companies with multiple touchpoints 
in the world economy, and, consequently, the industrial scope of their efforts is 
enormous, extending from agriculture to manufacturing to digital communications to 
finance. They can address issues from international trade to personal identification. 
Furthermore, their complex organisational and delivery structures can engage with 
women in many roles. And, finally, because of the organisational breadth, the business 
functions involved include: logistics, transportation, procurement, job training, 
recruitment, marketing and sales, government relations, and more. 

Their programmes have also ranged widely. Some have worked to improve the yields of 
female farmers. Some have devised innovative ways to bring women-owned businesses 
into their supply chains. Others have engaged in job training and entrepreneurship 
courses. Several have worked to improve women’s access to digital and financial 
programmes. The concerns arising in the course of these programmes have led some 
of the members to craft innovative solutions to problems not normally associated with 
business, such as education, health care, and safety. 

The geographical scope is also huge; these firms have 
collectively reached 132 countries, often with more  
than one programme.

The geographical scope is also enormous; collectively these firms have reached 132 
countries, often with more than one programme. Though many of their programmes 
have been pilots thus far and though some of the efforts aim at a systemic, rather than 
individual, level, the GBCWEE companies have already reached 18.5 million women. If 
more private participants can be recruited to work together, as well as with NGOs and 
governments, worldwide change could be within reach.

This first report can only be an overview. There is much more material that could be put 
forward. Some of these companies reach deeply into the agricultural supply chains, as 
well as into most other supply chains in the world economy. They collectively employ 
millions of women in many different jobs and in a range of workspaces from offices and 
factories to farms and laboratories. They work in a multitude of cultures. In sum, I hope 
that this report will be only the first of many and that my original intention of providing 
knowledge that will accelerate progress towards this worthy cause can be realised.

—Linda Scott, November 2017

About this report
This document brings together my perspective of the collective learning of nine companies 
engaged in women’s economic empowerment programmes around the world: The Coca-Cola 
Company, ExxonMobil Foundation, Goldman Sachs, Marks & Spencer, Mondeléz International, 
Mastercard Center for Inclusive Growth, PwC, Qualcomm® Wireless Reach™, and Walmart. 
The first of its kind, this report’s purpose is twofold: to contribute to the international 
community’s understanding of the private sector’s efforts to empower women economically 
and to persuade other companies around the world to join in this historic cause.

The Coca-Cola Company Mondeléz International

Mastercard Center for Inclusive Growth

PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP

Qualcomm® Wireless Reach™

Walmart

Charlotte Oades, Global Vice 
President, Women’s Economic 
Empowerment 

Angie Rozas, Strategic Project 
Director, Women’s Economic 
Empowerment

ExxonMobil 
Jim Jones, Manager, Community 
Investments, ExxonMobil and 
Executive Director, ExxonMobil 
Foundation

Nancy Swartout, Global 
Sustainable Procurement, 
ExxonMobil

Goldman Sachs 10,000 Women
Charlotte Keenan,  
Head of Office of Corporate 
Engagement and Global Head  
of 10,000 Women

Marks & Spencer
Hazel Culley, Sustainability 
Manager, Foods, Global 
Community Programme

Christine McGrath, Chief 
Well-being, Sustainability, 
Public & Government Affairs 
Officer

Ruth Riviere,  
Director of Social Impact

Bethan Grillo, Director, 
Sustainability and Climate 
Change

Paul George, International 
Development Leader

Angela Baker, Director, 
Corporate Social 
Responsibility

Jenny Grieser, Senior 
Director, Women’s Economic 
Empowerment
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International agencies agree: the best way to support children is to economically empower their mothers. Research 
shows that women invest their earnings first in the education, nutrition, and health care of their children, thus 
building the future for whole communities, as well as the economic prospects for nations. 

Credit: iStock.com
/pixelfusion3d

Introduction

Over the past decade, key economic institutions have made a groundbreaking discovery: women 
have been largely excluded from full economic participation in every country in the world, 
negatively affecting the path of nations towards prosperity. Previously, a lack of sufficient data 
made it difficult to see that women’s economic disadvantages significantly affect the local, 
national, and global economy. With a wealth of new country-level data in hand however, experts 
from public and private institutions have now begun to publish analyses and forecasts showing 
definitively that better inclusion of women in the world economy would benefit everyone.1

When women are fully included in the economy, their contributions to prosperity are multifaceted. 
For instance, the massive movement of women into the labour force since the 1970s has 
contributed significantly to national growth in North America and Western Europe.2 The 
International Monetary Fund has documented that more growth would occur, even in these 
advanced economies, if women were better included, but also predicts that more economic 
equality for women would push growth dramatically in developing countries.3 Increasing women’s 
entrepreneurship for example, widens the business base, which is particularly important in 
developing countries, where formal employment is still scarce.4 Because women spend earnings in 
a way that improves the well-being of children and communities, there is a distinctive multiplier 
effect on investments made to support females.5

With attention focused on pulling women into economic engagement, however, it has become 
clear that barriers have to be removed if the benefits are to be achieved. In many countries, 
women are still subject to legal restrictions on when and where they can work.6 Violence 
against women in the workplace and on commutes is a problem everywhere.7 Prohibitions 
against women entering into contracts, having credit, opening bank accounts, and owning 
property are still problematic on a customary basis in many countries, even when statutes have 
been modernised.8 While the gender gap in education has closed or reversed in most countries, 
significant inequity in job training, financial literacy, and business skills still exists between 
females and males.9 Cultural constraints on women’s everyday mobility and freedom to 
communicate are powerful hindrances to economic participation. Researchers have recognised 
that the digital gender divide remains wide.10 From the offices of the developed nations to the 
farms of the developing world, women have limited access to resources, markets, and capital.11 
In every economic domain – employment or enterprise, informal or formal – the number one 
barrier to female economic engagement is the unpaid burden of care that affects women in 
every country on the planet.12

‘Women are drivers of economic development in every country in the world’.  
 – Bethan Grillo, PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP
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Governments, international agencies, and NGOs have long had programmes aimed at women’s 
health and rights, but efforts aimed at their economic participation were often focused exclusively 
on labour rights, leaving unaddressed issues such as entrepreneurship, access to capital and 
markets, financial inclusion, property rights, and job training. So, as awareness grew of the 
importance of eliminating economic barriers for women and providing them with resources, so did 
interest in programmes to address these economic issues. 

From about 2005, a new global collaboration began to emerge, known to the participants as 
‘women’s economic empowerment.’ Cross-sectoral teams began joining together to attempt 
interventions on behalf of women’s economic participation, using innovative models and theories 
of change. Very often, these projects brought together personnel from international charities, 
intergovernmental agencies, research institutions, and multinational corporations. 

For several reasons, the quest to find solutions to empower women has been a struggle for 
all these institutions.13 First, there was little knowledge about the circumstances under which 
women operated economically, even less understanding about the mechanisms through which 
they affected the economy, and a yawning gap in the data on females in the economic domain 
still remained. Second, the effort brought together players from different sectors who were not 
accustomed to working with each other. These players were also often engaged in projects that 
had elements outside their normal remit – governments doing entrepreneurship training, for 
instance, or corporations supporting girls’ education. Third, the academic research on women was 
both very limited, relative to work focused on men, and scattered across disciplines that seldom 
spoke to each other – such as business schools and gender studies departments – making the 
necessary integrated views and innovative collaborations nearly impossible to achieve. Finally, it 
became very clear that new research methods and measures were needed to assess impact and 
track progress because existing practices and metrics made false assumptions of neutrality and 
objectivity – and thus failed to pick up what was happening in a gendered situation. 

‘Part of our women’s economic empowerment focus over the past decade has been 
to bring together academics and experts in relevant disciplines to engage in the 
discussion, to provide systematic reviews of published work so that we can start to 
see ‘what works’, to design standardised measurement guidelines so interventions 
can be assessed and compared, and to support development of innovative metrics 
sensitive to the special constraints on women.’  
 – Jim Jones, ExxonMobil Foundation

‘Our research shows that narrowing the gender gap in employment in emerging 
markets could push income per capita as much as 20% higher by 2030’.  
 – Charlotte Keenan, Goldman Sachs 10,000 Women

Throughout this period, business partners in these collaborations have faced their own dual 
challenge: helping the women, while staying on task for ensuring shareholder value. These two 
objectives are not mutually exclusive, but they do require special attention to stay in balance. I 
observed that business players were often greeted with scepticism, largely because public sector 
and not-for-profit players did not understand or accept the need to keep both requirements in 
view. In my experience, those on the not-for-profit side frequently have very limited experience 
working with the private sector and little understanding of how businesses really work. So, for 
them, it was often unclear what role business could play in the effort, other than to give money. 
People constantly seemed to be asking me to tell them what motivated businesses to get involved. 
I found it particularly unfortunate that the scope of practical capabilities businesses have to offer 
was usually invisible to the other institutions at the table. I was equally dismayed to see, time and 
again, that the failure to recognise the range of valuable contributions a big company can make 
resulted in the private sector folks feeling unfairly reduced to cheque-writing when they believed 
they had other capabilities, knowledge, and systems that could be of great use. 

This report, therefore, aims to establish the importance of business engagement in this huge 
international effort, to explain why businesses should want to be involved, as well as to show 
what business has done and can contribute. Having established this foundation, it aims to offer 
high-level lessons in women’s economic empowerment, with the intention of inviting more 
corporations to participate.

Globally, women do 43% of all farmwork.  Female farmers are just as productive and efficient as male farmers 
when they have the same access to technology, training, inputs, equipment, labour, and capital.  However, gender 
constraints block them from getting these important inputs, thus reducing their yields and shutting them out of 
large contracts.
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Why women?

The past decade has brought insights 
into the relationship between women’s 
rights and national prosperity that 
challenge established economic thought 
and practice. During these 10 years, 
leading international economic institutions 
have published studies and reports 
demonstrating that there is a clear 
positive connection – one that appears to 
be causal – between high gender equality 
and national wealth.

It is easy enough to demonstrate that 
there is a remarkable correlation between 
measures of national prosperity and 
gender equality. At one time, it was 
equally easy to offer the explanation that 
rich countries could somehow afford to 
allow equality of the sexes, but that poor 
nations could not.14 However, the data 
now posit a causal link that runs from 
women’s equality to prosperity, rather 
than vice versa. The women’s economic 
empowerment movement, in which the 
companies of the GBCWEE have been key 

participants, has been propelled by this 
core insight.

Today’s thinking was heralded by two 
important reports published in 2007, each 
of which addressed different sides of this 
previously unrecognised phenomenon. One 
was the World Economic Forum’s annual 
Global Gender Gap Report, which first 
appeared in 2006 to present summary 
data at the nation level, comparing gender 
conditions on a wide range of statistics. 
However, the opening analysis of the 
2007 report argued, for the first time, 
that the economic participation of women 
was an important ingredient in a country’s 
readiness to compete and grow. Klaus 
Schwab, the founder and chairman of the 
World Economic Forum, pronounced that 
the gender gap ‘poses a significant risk to 
the long-term growth and well-being of 
nations: countries that do not capitalize 
on the full potential of one half of their 
human resources may compromise their 
competitive potential’.15 Thus, the first 
half of the argument is, in retrospect, a 
fairly obvious one: if women are left out of 

Women’s economic opportunity is positively correlated with GDP per capita

Income per capita (2012 $)*

*Logarithm of income per capita.  Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit, International Monetary Fund
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The upper graph shows the 
correlation between women’s 
economic opportunities and gross 
domestic product (GDP) per capita. 
The breakthrough understanding, 
however, is that the full inclusion of 
women actually propels prosperity, 
both by contributing to growth and 
by reducing cost and waste. 

The lower graph shows one way 
this can be measured: by the 
positive relationship between 
women’s economic opportunity and 
national competitiveness – with the 
datapoints of 128 countries. 

the economy, there are fewer workers and 
enterprises to create growth.

The other side of the argument was posed 
by UNICEF in its 2007 State of the World’s 
Children Report, ‘The Double Dividend of 
Gender Equality’. This report, an exhaustive 
synthesis of human development studies, 
sketched out the multiple ways in which 
women, when economically empowered, 
use their earnings and investments to 
benefit children and communities. From 
this UNICEF report comes the awareness, 
repeated many times since, that women 
are more likely than men to make 
household choices that promote economic 
development, especially the cultivation 
of human capital for the future. This 
insight has been expanded to suggest that 
women’s economic engagement ultimately 
contributes to social and economic stability 
by building a middle class.16 

These two lessons have now guided many 
positive programmes – in education, 

entrepreneurship, job training, and so 
forth – that aim to put money in the 
hands of women in the expectation 
they will spend it on nurturing 
children and building communities.

Since the appearance of those two 
path-breaking publications, the women’s 
economic empowerment effort has engaged 
in field tests that bring together cross-
sectoral partners, such as those described 
in this report, to find ways of making it 
easier and more productive for women, 
especially in developing communities, to 
become full-fledged economic actors, 
whether in labour or enterprise. 

Running alongside this programme of 
testing-in-action has been a stream of 
reports exploring and explaining the full 
range of economic effects of gender 
inequality on a nation. For instance, one of 
the most powerful levers against poverty, 
it was learned, is for developing countries 
to focus on keeping girls in school past 

Women’s economic opportunity and national competitiveness

The Economist Intelligence Unit Women’s Economic Opportunity Score 2012
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the secondary level. Though education 
is important for both sexes, a multiplier 
effect comes from the education of 
girls, primarily because of the resulting 
impact on infant and maternal mortality, 
overall fertility, and the education of the 
next generation. For this reason, among 
many others, programmes began to focus 
on supporting girls in school, as well as 
discouraging practices like child marriage 
that are now known to have prohibitive 
costs for nations, in addition to being 
inhumane.

As time has gone on, these insights have 
proliferated, and so have the programmes 
designed to apply them. In most recent 
years, for instance, the community has 
come to learn that access to capital 
and financial services is a major barrier 

to women’s economic participation, 
spurring many more collaborations of 
cross-sectoral partners. But it is now 
also understood that financial access 
for women helps both financial sector 
companies and the national economy 
to be more stable, more accountable, 
and better poised for growth.17 For all 
these reasons, many of the GBCWEE 
programmes detailed in this report are 
innovative financial inclusion efforts now 
being implemented all over the world. 

Throughout the emergence of this 
movement has been a growing awareness 
of the crucial connection between 
women and food security.18 Many are not 
aware of how central women are to the 
production of food around the world. The 
problem of global hunger, now and in the 

Women’s potential in G8 countries
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The mismatch between the demographics of higher education and women’s labour status is a key indicator of gender 
gap’s inefficiencies, even among the richest nations. Most developed nations reached equality in higher education years 
ago (left-most column). Female presence in the most skilled jobs is much higher than among men. Yet women are paid 
less for the same work, even when adjusted for the topic of academic training, and are not pulled into leadership posts. 
Today, female enrolment in tertiary schooling is significantly higher than among males (right-most column). Because the 
world is facing a daunting skills gap, improving recruitment and retention of educated females is a must.

future, is profoundly affected by their 
exclusion. The United Nations campaign 
against hunger estimates that the single 
step of equalising women’s rights to land, 
capital, food markets, and agricultural 
education would dramatically reduce 
the number of people going hungry 
in the world today. Looking forward, 
however, many also believe that the 
future supply of key crops will be seriously 
compromised if this particular gender gap 
is not closed. Again, it is for these reasons 
that several of the GBCWEE efforts 

described here are aimed at helping 
women in agriculture. 

Many ways in which gender equality 
affects nations are still being discovered. 
One thing, however, has become 
unequivocally clear: closing the gender 
gap in economics is an essential task that 
all nations must address. Meeting this 
challenge will require every institutional 
sector to engage. The hope behind this 
report is that those who read it, especially 
among the world’s largest corporations, 
will join the charge. 

Research shows that diverse management teams are more innovative and make better decisions. Companies with 
women at the top, especially at least three female board members, perform better financially. 
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Why business?

Governments set policies that affect economies through regulation, targeted investment, and 
influence on central banks. When a systemic change in on-the-ground priorities, attitudes, and 
practices is needed, however, especially across the full spectrum of industries and functions, no 
significant impact occurs unless businesses themselves are engaged. In a very real sense, the 
private sector is the economy, so trying to stimulate such a massive correction of course without 
business aboard is foolhardy. If women are to be brought into full economic participation, especially 
in the formal sector, business must be at the table.

Perhaps the most important reason to engage business in this movement is the need to sustain 
change. Deeply-rooted cultural forces will drag against progress towards gender equality no matter 
what the programme. Thus, bringing about the desired outcomes – and making them last – will 
unavoidably be a long game. That means the encouragements put in place must be sustainable, not 
just a grab-bag of one-off interventions. The old philanthropic practice in which corporations or 
foundations donate money to standalone programmes in civil society or government will continue 
to result in isolated, limited, short-term impact easily reversed when long-standing cultural norms 
grow back. A long-term approach is required if lasting equality is to be achieved.

It is impractical to expect governments or charities to scale up and fund an effort that 
eventually must reach all the women in the world and continue indefinitely. What is more, if 
we expect that bringing women into the economy more equitably will bring about growth, 
the only way to create the desired cycle of investments and benefits is to make the change 
a part of the world economy, not just an attachment to it. Inevitably, that means a flow 
of funds that goes into women’s empowerment must be channelled back into the global 
markets, creating a self-powering system. In the short run, this approach would require that 
the changes themselves bring tangible benefits to businesses, even potentially resulting 
in profit, so that businesses can refresh the resources necessary to sustain the effort.

Under this scenario, attention must be paid to the bottom line. Just as a woman who runs a market 
stall cannot continue her business if she sells her wares without charging a little extra to take 
home, a large business must always maximise the efficient use of its funds and keep an eye on the 
return that goes to shareholders. Corporations have a fiduciary duty to their shareholders, some 
of whom trust in their investment to provide for retirement or the education of a child. Being 
imprudent about the use of shareholder money is flatly unethical and, in some places, also illegal. 

‘There should be recognition that no one actor can do it alone. It takes a 
collaborative approach, and there is a critical role that business can play. The time 
is now: more than ever, economies and communities need the private and public 
sector to work together’.  
 – Charlotte Oades, The Coca-Cola Company

Unfortunately, some outside the private sector do not appreciate this basic fact of business life. 

Private sector engagement is also appropriate because of the distinctive capabilities businesses 
bring to the tasks. As already remarked, there are some changes that simply must be enacted 
by businesses: only the private sector can do what needs to be done when it comes to hiring, 
investment, supply chain management, and other basic economic functions. At the same time, 
demands that government often cannot meet, are demands that businesses can. Particularly with 
the political and religious ruptures that characterise geopolitics today, it is sometimes the case that 
business – as a nimble, cross-national, secular institution – can fill the gaps. 

A caution is in order, however. A core lesson learned in the past decade is that, much like it takes a 
village to raise a child, it takes an ecosystem to empower a woman. All institutions must invest in and 
support the task. No one institution can pull it off alone. In other words we all must learn to work 
together, valuing the contributions each brings, while balancing the goals specific to each sector.

Legal restrictions on Middle Eastern women make it difficult for them to engage as economic participants. Yet 
recent years have seen entrepreneurship flourishing among these women, facilitated largely by information 
communications technologies. 
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If we can hard-wire women’s economic empowerment into the way businesses 
operate, the private sector can become a powerful catalyst for deeper, more 
sustainable inclusion of women into the world economy’.  
 – Paul George, PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP



21WWW.SBS.OXFORD.EDU20 PRIVATE SECTOR ENGAGEMENT WITH WOMEN’S ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT

The real ‘business case’

Many legitimate business benefits accrue to companies when they engage with women’s economic 
empowerment. Thus far, however, no real effort has been made to show the private sector what 
these benefits are. Though much is made about ‘the business case’ for women’s inclusion, these 
claims nearly always actually point to the macroeconomic benefits to nations, not benefits that 
would accrue to an individual company. 

Looking across the full spectrum of businesses that now engage with women’s economic 
empowerment, one can see that the types of benefit vary a great deal and tend to be specific to 
a particular industry. Nevertheless, a generalised list of possible ‘wins’ can be made. These can be 
grouped into five types: product and supply improvements, market expansion, employee value, 
external audiences, and financial performance. 
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Women plant, cultivate, and harvest seaweed off the coast of Zanzibar and sell it as an ingredient for cosmetics, 
medicines, and soaps. 

Product and supply improvements

Focusing on where women are in the supply chain can produce ideas for closing the gender gap 
while revealing ways to improve sourcing. Sometimes, this process also produces ideas for new 
products.

	 �Ensuring quality supply. Coffee, mangos, chocolate, tea, and bananas are just a few items 
in high demand, either as ingredients or food, that also have meaningful touchpoints with 
women in production. Indeed, women do much of the world’s farm work, even if they own 
little of the land. Giving these women instruction in new agricultural technologies that 
improve quality and yield helps them earn a better living, while also improving, increasing, and 
stabilising supply. Five GBCWEE members are deeply engaged in the agricultural sector and 
all of them have programmes that aim to increase and improve supply by supporting women.

	 �Developing new products. Direct involvement with new producers and consumers 
sometimes inspires the development of a new product or results in the discovery of novel 
styles and techniques. New packaging or presentation also emerges to fit new markets. 
For instance, a partnership between Coca-Cola, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, and 
TechnoServe reached 54,000 Kenyan farmers – including 16,200 women. By providing 
training in fruit-farming practices, this programme increased female farmers’ average 
earnings by 140%. For Coca-Cola, the project resulted in the introduction of Minute 
Maid Mango, the first of their juices in this area to use locally-sourced ingredients. 
Another example comes from Walmart’s efforts to double sourcing from women-owned 
businesses in the United States. The global retailer observed that those businesses 
brought innovative products and were driving increased productivity in many categories.

	 �Diversifying suppliers. Some companies, especially in the United States, have 
diversity objectives that they must meet for procurement. Having a larger and 
more diverse supplier base creates more competition, thus driving down costs. A 
women’s empowerment programme can help a company fulfil diversity objectives 
by linking them up with qualified applicants. It is often difficult, however, to 
identify and engage with women-owned businesses. Therefore, as described 
below, several GBCWEE members have engaged with system-level efforts to 
create lists of certified women-owned businesses that can act as suppliers.

“It is important to directly invest in women-owned businesses so they can 
reinvest back into the local communities. ExxonMobil has strict requirements for 
suppliers around quality and delivery. Working with us, women business owners 
gain experience they are able to leverage when marketing their businesses to 
other corporations. We are honoured to play a role in supporting women-owned 
businesses and helping them grow.”  
 – Nancy Swartout, ExxonMobil 
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Market expansion

The size of the worldwide women’s market is estimated to be US$18 trillion, larger than all the 
BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, and China) economies combined. In developed countries, women already 
account for 70–80% of consumer purchasing, which includes many traditionally male-dominated 
categories, and the rest of the world is on the path to a similar situation.19 

	 �Reaching new markets. For consumer-facing companies, the quest for new markets 
to sustain growth is becoming ever more important as the markets of the developed 
nations mature. Establishing a foothold by building brand reputation in a developing 
market can therefore be highly desirable. Consider also that, in the developing nations, 
a sizeable gender gap in access to new technologies continues to exist. Closing that 
gap helps women advance economically, by improving access to essential services and 
information, but it also increases the market reach for technology companies. Industry 
experts estimate that closing the global gender gap in mobile access represents a US$170 
billion market opportunity for that industry.20 That business opportunity, however, goes 
beyond just selling devices and basic services. For example, Qualcomm® Wireless Reach™ 
introduced Mobile Money Hubs to women who owned small stores in the Philippines. 
The ‘hub’ gives the women new mobile services to sell, with functions and features that 
met identifiable local needs, such as air-time loading and secure remittance processing. 
The innovation has opened up a new market for Android phones, Qualcomm Wireless 
Reach, SIMs, 3G providers, and producers of specially-designed apps – all the while 
increasing women’s sales and meeting community demand. To date, 300 store owners 
have served over 3,500 customers by selling airtime and offering other services.

	 �Keeping the existing consumer base happy. Women in the developed world not 
only have huge purchasing power, but are also sensitive about the social reputation of 
the companies they buy from – and particularly so when other women are involved as 
labourers, vendors, or users. For instance, the majority of Walmart’s customers are women. 
Based on an early customer insight study and in store promotion, Walmart believes that if 
customers know that a product was made by a woman-owned business, they will be more 
likely to purchase it.  This recognition led Walmart to work with the Women’s Business 
Enterprise National Council (WBENC), that certifies businesses owned, controlled, and 
operated by women in the United States, to develop a “Women-Owned” logo, which can be 
used by any certified women-owned business in any distribution channel and is available in 
English, French, Spanish, and Chinese through WBENC. 

“Most of our 260,000 million customers are women. We understand that we need 
to source products that meet their needs on price, quality, and innovation. Walmart 
believes that economic empowerment of women has a strong social case and 
business case. It’s not only smart business, but is the right thing to do.”  
 – Jenny Grieser, Walmart 

Employee value

Women’s economic empowerment programmes can have positive effects on human resource 
dimensions, too, whether at MBA recruiting sessions or during training on the factory floor.

	 �Attracting and retaining talent. Corporate employees are world citizens, too. They 
want to be proud of where they work and to be able to point to the good being done by 
their employer. Programmes for women’s economic empowerment in developing countries 
have appeal for both sexes. Employees often see posts and assignments helping these 
programmes as desirable career turns. 

	 �Anticipating the skills gap. Economists have been predicting for years that the world is 
heading for a massive collision between the demand for high-level skills in the workplace 
and the scarcity of such capabilities within the work force. Ironically, women enrolled in 
tertiary education now outnumber men in most countries, often by a substantial margin, 
after years of female education trending steeply upward all around the world.21 Research 
published by PwC has documented that 78% of major employers are now actively 
recruiting a higher number of women.22 Crucially, there is a sustainability issue here, too. 
Various diversity programmes and procedures have been tried over the years and many 
have not worked. A key piece of learning is that managers must be incentivised by having 
diversity objectives become part of their own performance review. By building in such 
mechanisms, hiring, retaining, and promoting women becomes ‘part of the business,’ as 
well.23 

	 �Improving the labour pool. On the other side of the skills gap, companies have been 
investing in basic skills and services for poor populations in developing countries. Literacy 
and good health make a big difference in the quality and size of the available workforce – 
which improves business performance.

	 �Increasing productivity. Job training programmes in developing-country factories have 
increased production and reduced absenteeism, while closing the pay gap and reducing 
the level of bullying and violence. A factory training programme supported by Walmart for 
women in India, Bangladesh, China, and Central America, for instance, aimed at improving 
both life and work skills. A factory training programme supported by Walmart for women 
in India, Bangladesh, China, and Central America, for instance, aimed at improving both life 
and work skills. The Walmart Foundation funded Tufts University to evaluate the program 
and found that absenteeism and employee turnover were reduced and worker efficiency 
increased, resulting in a net gain of 2% in productivity. 
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External audiences

Today, most big companies do attend to their responsibilities to the larger society. Women’s 
empowerment programmes provide an attractive ‘corporate social responsibility’ example to 
promote. However, I must emphasise that attributing the motivation behind these programmes 
to ‘just PR’ is naïve. Substantial time and funds are going into these very complex ‘on-the-ground’ 
initiatives. A public relations campaign can be had much more cheaply and with less internal effort. 
The engagement with women’s economic empowerment is much more intentional and future-
oriented than such dismissals recognise.

	 �Government partnerships. Most companies need to maintain strategic partnerships with 
the governments in the countries where they operate. Most governments today understand 
well that women’s economic empowerment means GDP growth. By offering a women’s 
economic empowerment programme, companies help the government partner achieve its 
goals. 

	� Mondeléz International, for instance, embeds its national cocoa strategies with the government 
ministries responsible for gender, focusing especially on property rights. Because it has been 
proven that women’s access to land leads to better agricultural practices and thus increases 
farm productivity, this alliance promises a positive outcome for everyone.

	� Qualcomm Wireless Reach engages in an elaborate partnership with state health boards, 
charities, and medical groups in Nigeria. The effort aims at strengthening health infrastructure 
in a way that will reduce maternal mortality. At roughly 810 deaths per 100,000 live births, the 
rate Nigerian mothers die in childbirth is one of the highest in the world.24 The mobile solution 
developed by Qualcomm Wireless Reach captures and analyses patient data so that response 
is directed, accurate, and timely, thus streamlining the clinical delivery as well as improving the 
outlook for long-term population health – while also expanding the technology to new users.

	 �Community integration. Years ago, companies operating in a region for a long time – in 
extractive industries or building infrastructure, for instance – often said they needed to 
earn what used to be called ‘a social license to operate’ and so adopted practices that would 
earn approval from the local community. Today, because the nature of conducting business 
has become more global and integrated, the attitude towards community engagement 
has also changed. Companies have begun to see themselves as part of the communities in 
which they work. Often, their approach can focus on buying supplies locally, for instance, 

“It is important that Marks & Spencer has resilient supply chains to provide us 
with quality products and sustainable raw materials. Our success depends on their 
success. We can’t do this without investing in those supply chains and women play 
such an important part of these communities that it is logical that there is a focus 
on women.”  
 – Hazel Culley, Marks & Spencer 

but may expand to investments in schools or clinics. As women can create a major positive 
influence on communities if given more support, having a women’s economic empowerment 
programme makes sense when considering this new ethic. 

Financial performance

Even though the many positive effects of women’s economic empowerment are well established by 
research, many find the financial dimension counterintuitive. But there are several ways in which a 
gender-inclusive stance leads to better financial outcomes.

	 �Supporting the value of corporate capital. Increasingly, shareholders expect 
companies to have a positive impact in the areas where they operate. Having solid 
women’s economic empowerment programmes helps fulfil these expectations. Moreover, 
companies have increasingly recognised the impact that sustainability programmes, like 
women’s empowerment, have on their share values. Investment companies evaluate and 
price corporate shares in part by taking into consideration how such programmes support 
the long-term viability of the company. A report by PwC concluded that economic, social, 
and governance information “is becoming more important for analysis of risk and returns 
and more integrated into the way they look at performance. In other words, investment 
professionals are pricing it in”.25 

	 Improving corporate management. Studies have shown that having more women in 		
	 leadership positions within a business produces a wealth of positive effects, from more  
	 innovation and less risk, to higher profitability and better accountability.26 

	 �Increasing financial inclusion. Women are chronically underserved in nearly every sector 
of the financial system.27 But the greater inclusion of women in the system is known to have 
a range of benefits, from increased ownership of bank accounts to the return on business 
loans given to female entrepreneurs. In addition to contributing to the overall stability of the 
system, the financial inclusion of women brings benefits to business.28

	� Among the GBCWEE, Mondeléz International, Qualcomm Wireless Reach, and Mastercard 
have or support programmes that help women by giving them financial access at the 
consumer and micro-business level, while increasing the number of retail customers for 
banks. Improving financial inclusion for women is known to have a range of benefits to 
banks, from increasing the customer base to improving the return on business loans. Better 
bank services for women also help stabilise the overall national financial system.

	� A new global effort, led by Goldman Sachs 10,000 Women, the International Finance 
Corporation, the Inter-American Development Bank, and others, is persuading bank managers 
that lending to women-owned businesses makes good sense. It is a difficult case to make 
because most banks and finance ministries still do not disaggregate their customer data by sex, 
so they see neither the need nor the advantage for including women. Case studies have been 
developed, however, that show financial products and services are actually more profitable and 
less risky when targeted at women.29 The growth of women-owned businesses may be slightly 
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slower than that of their male counterparts, but it is often women’s limited access to capital, 
especially business credit, at the root of the disparity. Research has shown that opening up 
loans to women would actually lead to growth all around.30

I have observed another trend, perhaps less concrete, but nevertheless, important. Increasingly, 
the leaders of corporations are engaging with macroeconomic issues at the global level. Given 
the size of the top corporations, their massive reach, their impact on the global economy, and the 
way they affect – and are affected by – the same issues confronting countries, it makes sense 
that some CEOs want to be at the international table in this broader domain. Women’s economic 
empowerment, as a relatively new issue now known to have significant worldwide impact, offers a 
good venue for asserting that leadership.

It is important, of course, that businesses attend to the needs of their female employees and 
not focus exclusively on affecting more remote populations. Therefore, it is common among the 
GBCWEE to have a women’s economic empowerment umbrella that covers an internal as well as an 
external agenda. These two ‘arms’ of the effort then very often inform and reinforce each other. 

Coca-Cola, for instance, created a Global Women’s Initiative in 2007, with the purpose of 
accelerating the recruitment, advancement, and retention of women internally across the 
company. That initiative included the founding of the Women’s Leadership Council, a group 
of senior women drawn from around the globe, who advise top management on how best to 
build a pipeline of new women leaders within the company. In 2010, the 5by20 initiative, in 
which Coca-Cola aims to empower 5 million female entrepreneurs by 2020, was begun by the 
Women’s Leadership Council. 

With equal access to markets and capital, women-owned businesses can add significantly to both household 
livelihoods and national wealth. Many companies active in women’s economic empowerment focus their efforts 
here, offering business training, supplier diversity programmes, and support for financial inclusion.
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Matching the offering to the needs

All the GBCWEE respondents emphasised the importance of spending time and attention 
at the outset of a women’s economic empowerment initiative thinking about (1) how the 
business’s capabilities – not necessarily their products and services – could be harnessed to 
help foster economic autonomy among females, and (2) how the engagement in women’s 
empowerment could fill the business’s own needs. 

For example, if the business needs to improve the supply of coffee, the task would be to see 
whether there is a gender angle in coffee production that the business has the capability to 
address. Organisations such as Mondeléz International and the International Women’s Coffee 
Alliance have seen that women are far more engaged in the cultivation stage of coffee than 
men. Consequently, practices to improve outputs are best aimed at females. Women in coffee 
production, however, as in many agricultural sectors, have limited access to knowledge and 
technologies that would improve their earnings. So, a programme that worked to teach women 
new technologies, as well as how to choose berries and judge coffee, would help close the 
gender gap in agriculture, while also improving overall supply. 

Crucially, to deliver such programmes, a company must learn how best to communicate with 
the women it seeks to engage, how to overcome their mobility constraints, and often how 
to lift their self-confidence. You can see how a programme intended to improve coffee beans 
could very quickly turn into a holistic gender effort. Since the programme’s outcome eventually 
benefits the entire community in the form of economic growth, such an effort has the potential 
to change gender norms, to improve the local economy, and to get good beans all at the same 
time. 

In practice, however, such neat solutions are not immediately obvious. The process that 
GBCWEE members describe is an iterative one, identifying business needs while, almost 
simultaneously, considering the possible links to women’s empowerment. It’s easy to see why 

“The numerous studies we have commissioned from researchers over the years, 
as well as our direct engagement, have shown that, while cocoa farming is 
commonly viewed as a ‘male activity’, in reality it’s the women who do a lot of 
the work that is critical to productivity and quality of final output. Yet, women 
in cocoa communities, both farmers and non-farmers, have significant structural 
disadvantages that affect not only their own social, economic and physical well-
being, but those of their entire community. Providing women with farming training 
and access to farming inputs and financing improves agricultural productivity, 
builds livelihoods, and is essential if cocoa communities are to thrive.”  
 – Chris McGrath, Mondeléz International
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the team doing this work must have both knowledge of the business and some awareness 
of typical gender patterns. Then, the group taking responsibility for the project digs down to 
understand as fully as possible the circumstances of the women they wish to reach, in order to 
see what barriers are in the way for that particular economic situation, and what problems, for 
both the business and the women, might be solved. 

The business project team next looks back at what core competencies the company has to 
offer. In the coffee example, for instance, the project team considers whether they have 
technology to transfer and people who can train. Then, they assess feasibility on both sides. 
This iterative process continues: the team comes up with ideas, others critique those ideas, 
and finally an idea arises that looks like it ‘has legs’. Often, this first ‘think group’ will include 
people from various functional areas, so that feasibility can be assessed across the firm. 
Such group thinking and analysis often encourages innovations from unexpected parts of the 
company. Perhaps most importantly having all parts of a company involved in such a project is 
a good way to ensure broad “buy-in” for the effort. 

At some point fairly early in this process, the group will begin to consider whether an external 
partner is needed to execute the idea and who that partner might be. (This issue is addressed 
in greater detail below in the section on partnerships.)

The goal is to come up with an innovation that meets the needs of women; fills a business 
purpose; works with existing corporate capabilities; and is likely to attract good partners. Each 
of these is a necessary consideration because:

	 �Any programme of this sort will have to win the support of top management and compete 
with other priorities for resources and attention. 

	 �Executing the programme smoothly demands a good fit – and there will be plenty of practical 
challenges without the basic match being problematic.

	 If the offering does not meet the needs of the women, there will be low uptake locally.

	 �If the offering does not match the business capabilities, there will be little support from 
company personnel in execution, and top management will not maintain enthusiasm.

	 �When the programme is evaluated, a poor match will show up as failure, which could 
jeopardise future efforts.

	 If the programme does not promise to fulfil a legitimate business need, it won’t last.

Usually, a new women’s economic empowerment programme will be given a little time to find 
its feet before top management looks for it to be a business success, but it is important to 
anticipate the benefits to the company, to strive to achieve them, to measure them, and to 
think about how the programme’s design and performance will be disseminated to the audience 
within the company as well as to outside interested parties. 

Women in developing countries often produce exquisite handicrafts. However, those who want to sell on the 
global market must adapt to the tastes of new buyers and learn to work with the procedures, standards, and 
deadlines of the world economy. 
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Making women visible

GBCWEE members emphasise that 
it is often hard to see how important 
women are in a given industry.  Females 
are invisible for a variety of reasons.  
For instance, women may not be seen 
because they work as unpaid family 
labourers or because they aren’t the 
ones who come to the market.  Some 
industries do not sex-disaggregate their 
data, so they don’t know which customers 
or suppliers are female. Therefore, the 
common assumption is that women have 
no presence—or very little presence—in 
the sector.  The assumption often does 
not bear out, however, when an effort is 
made to “make the women visible,” by, for 
instance, sex-disaggregating data. Once 
the women are counted, a firm typically 
finds that their contribution is larger 
than it previously thought and that, by 
intentionally working to facilitate female 
participation, the business can expand and 
become more efficient.  

In this section, I will demonstrate how 
“making women visible” played out in 
business to advance three examples – 
smallholder farmer suppliers, women’s 
inclusion in banking, and women-owned 
suppliers in corporate procurement.

Agriculture

Globally, women do most farm work, 
though they infrequently own land and 
often work unpaid. Buyers seldom see 
them, however, because it is usually the 
man’s role to take the crop to market and 
collect the money. Unfortunately, women 
then often do not share in the money that 
results from their labour. 

The global benefits that would come from 
better female inclusion are compelling. 
According to the UN Food and Agriculture 
Organisation, if women had the same 
access to land, technology, financial 
services, education, and markets as men, 
yields on women’s farms could increase 
by 20%–30%, which would feed between 
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The International Women’s Coffee Alliance conducted a study of the gender responsibilities in coffee production. Women, 
they found, did most of the work to produce the coffee, but men took over when the coffee went to market and money 
was collected. The men were deemed to own the coffee, in spite of the investment women had made in its production. 
Because big buyers saw only men, the women’s contribution was invisible to them.
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100 million and 150 million more people, 
reducing world hunger by nearly half. 

The World Bank’s 2012 Gender and 
Development report argued that greater 
equality can enhance productivity in a way 
that benefits business. Several GBCWEE 
members have experienced the truth of 
this proposition, including both those who 
buy agricultural products as ingredients, 
such as Mondeléz International and Coca-
Cola, or retail them, such as Marks & 
Spencer and Walmart. 

Each of these companies has introduced 
programmes in rural parts of developing 
countries that help women to use 
new technologies and equipment that 
increase both yields and value, but 
also help women manage their farms 
in a way that returns greater earnings. 
As Christine McGrath from Mondeléz 
International points out, “You have to 
begin by purposefully making the women 
visible. You have to look for them because 
their work is often behind the scenes, 
hidden from the marketplace because 
that is where the men step in to make 
transactions. Once you look, though, the 
importance of the women to the entire 
sector becomes dramatically clear and 
the wisdom of designing programmes to 
support them an obvious next step.” 

Financial inclusion

OECD reports – as many others – that 
women’s enterprise growth is seriously 
impeded by lack of access to capital and 
that removing barriers would increase 
GDP. The Women, Business, and the Law 
section of the World Bank has further 

shown that when women have access 
to finance, economies benefit through 
better transparency and stability. In a 
2014 study, the International Finance 
Corporation concluded that the gender 
gap in bank credit was an astonishing 
US$285 billion in developing countries 
alone. Research from Goldman Sachs 
shows that closing this huge credit gap for 
women-owned small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) in BRIC and N-11 
countries could push income per capita 
in those nations an average of 12% by 
2030. 

Yet banks themselves often cannot 
‘see’ the women in their own customer 

Bank credit for women-owned businesses
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Women own about 30% of SMEs worldwide, yet get a 
much smaller percentage of conventional small business 
loans. Though sex-disaggregate data are often not 
available, studies thus far demonstrate that the gap 
is not restricted to developing countries. For instance, 
despite wide differences in their business-related legal 
rights, women in the US and Lebanon are similarly 
underserved by banks awarding small business loans: 
in both countries, women own about 30% of all small 
businesses, but get less than 5% of the bank credit.

Source: Majority Report of the U.S. Senate Committee 
on Small Business and Entrepreneurship, Maria Cantwell, 
Chairwoman, United States Senate, Washington, DC:  
August, 2014. International Finance Corporation, BLC 
Bank-Lebanon:  Leading in Banking on Women, A Study, 
World Bank Group, Washington, DC:  2016.  
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data and therefore don’t know how 
valuable they are. That’s because banks 
often have not recorded the gender of 
business owners and therefore cannot 
break the women out and analyse their 
contribution to the business. They may 
assume that women are already equally 
represented or that women are just not 
good customers for banks, but they 
have no data to back up either premise. 
A recent study by Data 2X, the Global 
Banking Alliance for Women, and the 
Inter-American Development Bank, 
confirmed that few financial institutions 
look at women separately, largely 
because they do not believe there will be 
a business benefit to doing so. However, 
the few banks who have made the effort 
to sex-disaggregate have discovered that 
women are a smaller proportion of their 
portfolio than they believed, but that they 
are better customers; women buy more 
bank services, have less risk and better 
repayment records, thus producing a 
higher rate of return.

On the consumer level, there are further 
advances to be made. Mastercard is 
managing a portfolio of programmes, 
in several developing countries, where 
national identification cards are issued 
with payment features. This innovation 
has particular impact for women, who 
often don’t have identity cards yet are 
usually the beneficiaries of government 
assistance programmes, and yet are also 
less likely to have a bank account.

The Mastercard programme started 
from the finding that women often are, 
quite literally, invisible to governments 

and banks because they don’t have 
identification. “Perhaps our most material 
lesson in financial inclusion,” Ruth Riviere 
remarks, “is that women’s participation 
should be specifically accounted for and is 
not guaranteed at a high rate, even if the 
programme is meant to cover the entire 
general population.” 

Suppliers and procurement

Access to markets is at least as significant 
a barrier to women-owned businesses 
as finance. Women are excluded from 
markets through a variety of mechanisms, 
such as male-only cooperatives or 
male-dominated trade associations or 
unions. However, the barrier that has 
drawn the keenest attention initially 
is the fact that government registries 
and company supplier databases do 
not record the gender of the owners of 
businesses. Significant efforts are being 
made at the national and global level, by 
organisations such as WBENC in the US 
and WEConnect International to identify 
and certify women-owned suppliers. 
The International Trade Centre works to 
connect women-owned businesses with 
corporate and government procurement, 
as well as to facilitate their inclusion in 
international trade.  In both procurement 
and trade, there are very large contracts 
to be had, but women have typically been 
excluded from these markets. 

There is often a benefit to sex-
disaggregating supplier lists, in addition 
to trying to identify new women-owned 
businesses with which to deal. Many 
companies, especially in the United States, 
now have supplier diversity mandates, but 

The economic exclusion of women negatively affects food security. International agricultural experts argue that 
giving women equal land rights and the same access to resources that men have would dramatically reduce 
hunger throughout the world. 
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have difficulty identifying women-owned 
businesses, either within their existing 
base or as new vendors. Walmart went 
to the trouble to pull out their women-
owned suppliers and began an intensive 
effort to analyse their needs and offer 
assistance. Over only a few years, the 
company learned that women-owned 
business added significant growth to their 

overall sales when they were encouraged 
through business support.  

These and other instances teach an 
important lesson: knowing first where the 
women within the scope of the business 
are located, as well as what limitations 
they experience, can lead to interventions 
that produce growth and profit.
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What is a ‘theory of change’ and why do you need one?

A central exercise in weaving together a company’s effort to enhance women’s economic 
empowerment is the articulation of a ‘theory of change’. 

Constructing a theory of change requires being specific about how the intervention would benefit 
the women and then working, in detail, through the steps from delivery to impact, drawing the 
path of change and recognising where a barrier or resistance might appear. GBCWEE members 
emphasise the crucial importance of becoming familiar with the day-to-day lives of the women 
who will potentially benefit. Many people in rich countries simply do not realise that much of the 
world still has no roads, no media, no consumer products, and, especially, no internet access. Too 
often, therefore, assumptions made about conditions in developing countries lead to problems 
later. A lack of basic amenities or quality of infrastructure can throw a frustrating block in front of 
the intervention. Gaining some familiarity with the typical constraints faced by women around the 
world – such as not being allowed to leave home without permission or having no identity card 
– helps to avoid failure, as well as to highlight adjustments that may need to be made in advance. 
Working through the path of the expected change in light of all the practical constraints is the best 
way to ensure that the goals of the project will be reached.

Let’s consider an example, drawn from my own research, about the risks of leaving the theory of 
change unarticulated. 

My project was to determine whether a mobile banking product would help women to retain 
control over their money by keeping it private, thus enabling the women to spend their cash in 
ways that would further development outcomes, like better nutrition for children, rather than have 
it side-tracked for other uses. 

Research has demonstrated that if women have a little money and the freedom to spend it, they 
will provide better food for their households and support their children’s education.31 This path for 
improving family well-being in an impoverished context is often blocked, however, because others, 
especially husbands and fathers, take away women’s money and use it for other purposes. The 
potential for mobile technology to allow women to save money in a private, secure way (rather 
than put it under the bed or in a chink in the wall where it might be discovered and expropriated) 
was recognised several years ago. 

Very few women had bank accounts, however, largely because they were expected to turn 
money over to their husbands. Thus, the core to the theory of change – providing financial 

“Evidence from a range of countries shows that increasing the share of household 
income controlled by women, either through their own earnings or cash transfers, 
changes spending in ways that benefit children.”  
 – Ruth Riviere, Mastercard Center for Inclusive Growth

privacy – would require offering the product in a safe setting where women could make their 
own choices.

When the innovation was piloted, however, the teams delivering the intervention did not create 
the privacy that was crucial to the theory of change. The bank convened all the adults in the village 
for a single meeting to offer the product; thus, the women could not sign up without everyone 
knowing, including their family members. Furthermore, the documentation requirements included a 
national ID, which women often did not have, as well as a letter from the local chief, who was very 
likely to consider it his duty to tell a woman’s husband she was opening a bank account. In the end, 
many women did sign up for the account, but they could not use it privately and were dissatisfied. 

When the first research results came in, we were delighted to see that the product was sold 
at higher rates than usual for such a district. Because of the inattention to the privacy issue, 
however, the desired outcome for women and communities appeared unlikely to materialise – and 
a substantial segment of the new customers was likely to stop participating because the product 
did not serve their privacy needs. When we analysed the endline data, we could see clearly that 
private control over funds was the women’s highest priority – but they did not have that because 
of the gender-insensitive delivery. Since the women did not maintain control over the money in this 
situation, it was not reasonable to expect they could save for the poverty-fighting expenditures 
that the project hoped to support. 

What we were seeing was a failure to ensure that the theory of change had been translated 
through the entire path of delivery.  We learned, as did our partners, that it is not enough to 
assume making mobile technology available automatically includes the women, nor certainly that 
it inevitably encourages spending in support of development outcomes.  Instead, there has to be a 
clearly articulated path from intervention through all the steps to anticipated outcome—and that 
path must be followed by everyone involved.

A diagram of the correct path might have looked like this:

The problem occurred because the ground teams did not recognise that having both men and 
women present at the meeting where the product was offered would deny women a private 
choice.  It is a common mistake:  groups think that when they offer a new programme to women 
and men at the same time, they have included women equally.  But an informed and experienced 
gender perspective recognises that the path towards change must adapt to interference that 
local gender norms would produce, or the final benefit will not occur. Knowing that privacy was 
central to the theory of change would have made it clear that the product could not be offered 
in a mixed setting.

� Mobile  
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Reduced 
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Fortunately, this learning occurred in a pilot.  The teams managing the scale-up changed the 
delivery, such that the women were offered the product in a separate space.  The chief’s letter was 
eliminated.  And the test was ready to go. 

Too often, people in the developed nations imagine that just by making technology available to 
the rural poor, good things will happen for women. But, as you can see from this example, it is not 
enough just to walk into the village and set up shop, presuming that doing so makes the technology 
equally available and useful to both men and women. In fact, all that strategy does is to replicate 
the existing inequality in access.

The moral of the story is: if the intervention goes forward without articulating a theory of change, 
the delivery may miss the mark, the uptake may be soft, and the benefits may not manifest 
themselves. It is crucial to go over all plans for execution with the theory of change in mind, getting 
agreement from all parties to the project. 

Working carefully to specify a theory of change and to match processes and resources to each step 
in the path towards the desired outcomes is the core principle of good programme design. Poorly 
designed programmes lead to failure, cause the international community to draw false inferences 
from the outcomes, and waste scarce resources. It is extremely important to be painstaking about 
designing every programme.

Fetching water is women’s work in developing countries, as is collecting firewood. This work is difficult, time-
consuming, and often unsafe.  That’s why technologies like plumbing and clean cookstoves disproportionately help 
women.  Since families pull girls out of school to help with these chores, the technologies also positively affect 
female education. 
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Partnerships

Women’s economic empowerment programmes virtually always need other organisational partners 
to make an idea come to life. For instance, the business group usually needs ‘boots on the ground’ 
to advise on local culture and help execute the project. Any project of appreciable size should 
include an independent party to collect data on impact and to analyse the findings. More often than 
one might think, the project will need a second private sector partner to help form the ecosystem 
that the project requires to be successful. With luck, local individuals and groups such as teachers 
and neighbourhood councils will also be interested in the project and will volunteer to help. These 
partnerships take many forms and may be initiated from any direction. 

Thus, the project will likely be executed by a team of cross-sectoral partners, usually drawn from 
one or more of the following types of institutions:

	 �Governments, often working through specialist agencies such as USAID, 
the United Kingdom’s Department for International Development, 
or Canada’s International Development Research Centre.

	 �International agencies, such as UNICEF, UNWomen, or the World Bank.

	 �Think tanks, management consultancies, or universities, 
such as the University of Oxford or PwC.

	 �NGOs, either global or local, such as CARE International or the Self-Employed Women’s 
Association (SEWA) of India.

	 �Women’s groups and community groups, such as the local women’s savings association  
or a team of community organisers.

	 �Other private entities, such as banks or telecoms firms.

“Women’s economic empowerment is a relatively new field. The lack of experience 
and precedent can sometimes lead to misunderstandings of the appropriate roles 
played by each sector. As in any collaboration, engagement is difficult when 
partner roles are not well defined and implemented.”  
 – Bethan Grillo, PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP 
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Evaluating and choosing partners is one of the most challenging crossroads for a women’s 
empowerment project. This process can be a new kind of experience and thus daunting to 
negotiate. Key considerations when identifying and evaluating potential partners are:

	 �The topic. Some of the potential partners listed above specialise in one area of the 
economy, such as factory work, agriculture, or supply chains. It is also important to have 
partners with knowledge and experience in gender issues. 

	 �The intended beneficiaries. Where the women are, as well as their ages, needs, location, 
language, and other characteristics may drive the choice of partners.

	 �Location. Like global companies, even the NGOs we think about as global in fact do not 
have operations in some countries. It is important to make sure the potential partner has a 
presence in the area where the program me will be implemented. 

	 �Trustworthiness. There is a propensity for not-for-profit partners to put a ‘good face’ 
on the project for the private sector partner and not reveal difficulties as they occur. Such 
behaviour makes it very hard to get a reliable sense of the outcome and precludes any 
opportunity to fine-tune an intervention in time to avoid failure. It must be determined 
up front whether the partner has a reputation for transparency and candour. In return, 
the private partner has to be willing to deal with honesty about project problems and not 
overreact when they occur.

	 �Willingness. Some of these parties may refuse to work with private businesses or do not, as a 
policy, take on certain topics. Some may not do women’s empowerment. A partner who is not 
truly willing and enthused will always be a drag on a project and can sometimes foil the effort.

	 �Size and scope. A very large project may require a very large group of people to deliver the 
desired outcome.

	 �Cycles of change. Governments can change in the course of a long project – or even a 
short one. A commitment from one minister may not transfer to the next one. Similarly, 
funding can dry up and priorities can change for not-for-profit partners, just with the for-
profit entities. It is hard to anticipate these changes, but recognising possible cycles can help 
build in the flexibility to keep going. 

	 �Funding.  Though the partnership team may expect the private sector partner to provide all 
the funding, the business team should be cognisant that NGOs, universities, and governments 
all may have access to other funds that could be ‘matched.’ Sometimes funding is constructed 
using ‘value in kind’ exchanges. And foundations, including corporate foundations, may also be 
important to consider.

Having chosen the team is just the beginning. The GBCWEE suggests these partnerships may take 
time to establish. From the initial informal agreement to formalising the partnership’s objectives, plans 
and timing, documented memoranda of understanding, legal reviews, and sign-offs may take as long 
as 18 months. Furthermore, there is often a period of adjustment as the partners actually learn to 
collaborate with each other. This initial adjustment time can be contentious and uncomfortable. Yet, 

just by being forced to work together, the partners usually iron out their differences and establish 
positive social bonds. In my own experience, partnerships that initially seem like they will never work 
are hammered into productive, long term, and very friendly relationships.

Creating a mutual commitment to the project and to each other is also an important objective. A critical 
variable in the success of a project, especially when it expands, is the existence of a core group of 
partners who trust each other, genuinely care about the beneficiaries, and are dedicated to the project 
cause. They will often have to ride out mistakes or overcome blocks and will need to work together to 
pull the project through. They will all have a role in disseminating of external communications. And they 
also may eventually be the primary advocates for taking the project to the next stage. 

There are eight recommended hallmarks for building a good relationship across a cross-sectoral team:

	 �All parties must be honest about what they need out of the project.  NGOs need 
to show a good outcome for the beneficiaries and minimal discord over the intervention in 
the community. Universities need to be able to independently publish results. Businesses 
eventually have to show return on investment. And so on.

	 �All agreements, budgets, and timelines should be reached by consensus and put in 
writing. Circumstances may change as the project unfolds; changes to budgets and timelines are 
likely to be necessary. It is still important to have written reference points as these changes occur.

	 �The roles and responsibilities of each party must be clearly laid out, up front, and 
all must agree. In particular, leadership and decision-making roles must be clear. Otherwise, 
the group may be hindered by a structure where there is endless discussion of options, but no 
agreement about who makes the final decisions. Such situations can paralyse the project.

	 �All parties must commit to and be vigilant about reaching the goals of each team member. 
Even if the goals are very different, a way should be found to attend to and measure each. 

	 �All parties must listen carefully to every other member. Each team is composed of 
organisational partners who were chosen for a reason. Failure to attend to the views of any 
partner undermines the trajectory towards success.

	 �All parties must work together to be as efficient and effective as possible. The use 
of scarce resources should be maximised. 

	 �All parties must treat each other as equals. If one partner falls into the habit of addressing 
the others as if they were employees, it inevitably leads to resentment and dysfunction. 
Sensitivity to issues of respect is particularly important in interactions with local partners. 

	 �All parties must be patient, flexible, and resourceful. Most projects hit a snag or two 
before completion. Sometimes there are quite serious obstacles to overcome. Partners must 
not assign blame or give up. Nearly every intervention can be salvaged in some way and 
tackling problems together often results in changes for the better. 

Given that openness and cooperation in achieving each team member’s institutional goals are key 
ingredients in project success, the exercise of goal setting and measurement is extremely important. 
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Measurement

Readers will see that I allocate much more space to the measurement section of this report than 
to the others. The keenest interest emerging in conversations among GBCWEE participants has 
centred on measurement questions. 

I also feel, however, that the evaluation approach that these companies are taking reflects the 
thoughtfulness of the programmes, as well as the commitment. Research practices are an index 
of the quality of commitment that these companies have made. And the emergent approach 
of designing the measurement criteria in tandem with the implementation, rather than as an 
afterthought, is very much reflective of best corporate practice.

During the years I have been doing this work, the attention given to measurement has grown 
dramatically. Ten years ago, NGOs were unaccustomed to measuring the impact of their 
programmes and usually just published anecdotal evidence for donors. Today, they have become 
much more sophisticated. I believe it has been the corporate presence in the field of women’s 
economic empowerment that produced this shift. However, when corporations first come to this 
field, they often think that they can quickly and easily assess the ‘effectiveness’ of their investment 
with just one or two commonplace measurements (sales, profitability, number of women reached), 
taken after the fact. That kind of attitude used to set NGOs – and research teams – on edge, as it 
is a naïve, and sometimes cruel, way to approach this complex undertaking. Over time, however, 
most companies have evolved into a very different approach – and they have taught the rest of us 
something in the process. 

Ironically, what happened was that the business partners began to approach evaluation in a way 
that was more like typical business practice, not less. I know of no company that makes its own 
decisions strictly by the measure of profit. All of them today track an extremely wide range of 
indicators, from employee satisfaction to brand loyalty to supplier diversity and more. They 
collect information about their own operations constantly and in depth. They use these measures 
to evaluate investments, to be sure, but more often the information system is a diagnostic and 
problem-solving tool that employees use to innovate, learn, monitor, map, and troubleshoot their 
part of the business. 

This learning-by-doing and tweaking-as-you-go ethic is now in full bloom in the programmes 
in which GBCWEE companies are involved. The emphasis is on understanding, flexibility, 
responsiveness, and adaptation. Sometimes, the outcome can mean rejection of the programme, 

‘Allocate enough money and resources for tracking metrics without overcoming the 
project cost to impact women.’ 
 – Angie Rozas, The Coca-Cola Company 

but not until the reason for failure is understood and any steps that might practically be taken to fix 
things are investigated. 

As a result of this shift in sensibility, more data are being created, more learning synthesised, and 
more standards of practice set about women and their relationship to the economy. For example, 
the ExxonMobil Foundation brings together groups of experts to review work being done and to 
synthesise findings, such as its Roadmap for Promoting Women’s Economic Empowerment. It also 
publishes practical manuals that professionalise and standardise data collection protocols, and funds 
exploration of new metrics to fill the gaps in understanding women’s economic empowerment. 

Research questions

It seems obvious that designing a programme’s measurement plan should focus on evaluating 
success or failure based on the programme’s goals, including the impact on women. But it is also 
advisable to articulate what questions the measurement effort should ask along the pathway 
taken by the theory of change. If the project fails, the partners will want to be able to explain why 
the goals were not reached; and, if it does not fail, it is important to know what elements were 
essential to its success. The answers to such questions will help diagnose problems that should be 
avoided in the future and will identify essential factors to be replicated when scaling up. 

Let’s return to my mobile banking research project to see what this would mean in practice. When 
data were collected for this pilot, questions were included that later helped flag what had gone 
wrong and what had worked. The pilot was to be evaluated mainly on the uptake rates for the 
intervention, and the scaled-up test would look at savings accumulated. They were also asked 
about the importance of private access to the account. This feedback helped show that the pilot 
was not going to achieve the objective intended for the programme, even though uptake for the 
product was initially high. If the uptake had been the only goal measured and we had not collected 
any diagnostic information about the path of change, the project would have been scaled in a 
way that eventually would not have achieved the overriding goals that all the partners shared: 
empowering women and funnelling money to help children and families. And, in a longer time frame, 
the high product uptake would probably have been reversed, as customers would have been left 
unsatisfied – and so the business proposition would have failed, too.

Research questions would necessarily be somewhat different for a business than for an NGO or a 
government. It is important that metrics be designed in a way that answers everyone’s questions, 
which usually means negotiation for survey space. Nevertheless, the business must get answers 
to the questions that will satisfy internal audiences and pave the way for business evaluations that 
may affect decisions to continue and at what scale. The importance of these questions for the 
future should be explained to the team partners, as many will not have business experience and 
may not understand why such questions are being asked.

Most often, brand share or ‘return on investment’ goals are not measured within the scope of a team 
project involving outside parties. Instead, these measures are usually captured in ongoing research by 
the company, such as brand monitoring, or are calculated internally from the numbers achieved by the 
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project. Some business goals peculiar to the project, such as the cost to implement versus the uptake 
rate, are appropriate for everyone to know and the other partners may be equally interested in these 
results. 

Bear in mind that the outcomes should be measured over a period long enough to reasonably 
see change and the desired outcomes. However, the GBCWEE maintains that, for any project 
intervention, indicators can be designed that allow the project team to see progress over each 
phase in the following areas:

Learned 
indicators

Knowledge or skills gained, assets and/or technology 
acquired with understanding of how to use.

Action 
indicators

Applied action demonstrated by change in practices or behaviour 
as a result of what was learned or provided. For example, change 
in business practices, farming techniques, and adoption and 
effective use of technology. This can also include practices like 
opening a bank account and/or saving money each month.

Condition 
indicators

A change in condition or outcome as a result of what was learned and 
applied. These should relate directly to the outcome the project was seeking 
to achieve, such as increased beneficiary business income, employment, 
household income, or asset ownership; improved self-confidence and self-
esteem; or greater well-being for women and their families.

Qualitative versus quantitative

There is often a preference among corporate partners who do not have experience in doing 
research in developing countries to focus on ‘hard’ business measures to the exclusion of 
everything else, as well as to insist on quantitative results to the exclusion of qualitative research. 
The GBCWEE cautions that some economic measures are actually quite hard to collect in these 
projects and may not be the reliable indicators they are in global business. For instance, women 
entrepreneurs in developing countries often count income in a different way or over a different 
period of time or not at all. They sometimes are innumerate and do not keep written records. 
They very often co-mingle money for business and home. Consequently, they will sometimes 
report from a guess because they are unable to produce records or were not set up to collect the 
information in the first place. They may exaggerate earnings to seem impressive. They may be 
insulted to be asked about private information and refuse to answer. The potential unreliability of 
‘hard’ business indicators is one reason why it is essential to measure more than one outcome, and 
to supplement those results with qualitative insights, so that the results can be triangulated. 

Qualitative information is invaluable as input for the design of the project at the outset, to 
diagnose problems in the middle, and to explain results at the end. Furthermore, for external 

communications, the stories of women in the project are often needed to make the project ‘come 
alive’ and may be more persuasive to the public than quantitative measures. 

Methodology

In some sense, the underlying objective for everyone on the team is to determine whether the 
intervention ‘worked’.  For making this judgement, it must be reasonable to say that the outcomes 
came from the intervention and not from other causes. For this reason, many research designs in 
this area include a control group. There are many ways of ascertaining or judging ‘what worked’ and 
the use of a particular method does not guarantee that you get an unassailable answer, even if the 
sample is large and the analysis rigorous. 

There is currently a preference in some quarters for randomized controlled trials (RCTs) in evaluating 
women’s economic empowerment. Advocates argue that the large sample sizes in RCTs are the 
only way to control for variability and thus establish true causality in an intervention. The ostensibly 
objective ‘yes’ or ‘no’ judgements made by an RCT are perhaps appropriate to funding decisions 
being made by a government. This method, however, is contrary to the learning spirit that most of 
the corporations take and, in many ways, is not particularly suited to either the complexity of the 
‘laboratories’ involved nor to capturing the rich information needed to move the project forward.

RCTs, as a research method, came out of the medical sciences. Researchers used them to discern 
whether discretely defined and highly controlled treatments are effective under conditions where 
compliance is comparatively easy to achieve, and where the setting itself is unlikely to present 
an unexpected barrier to success. The outcomes are unambiguously measurable with medical 
instruments. And, given the ability to tightly control the conditions of treatment, it is possible 
to predict that future applications of the same treatment would have the same results. There 
are many ways in which this approach is, though, poorly matched to the uncertain settings, 
unpredictable compliance, variable deliveries, evolving definitions, and multifaceted, but often 
invisible, outcomes that typify women’s economic empowerment. 

RCTs require very large samples under these conditions and are therefore extremely expensive. They are 
also very high risk, since the smallest shimmy in the machine can destroy the whole measurement effort. 
And, just because an intervention did not ‘work’ in an RCT does not necessarily mean that the concept 
was bad. Rather, it could suggest that the delivery was substandard or the wrong metric was used.

The GBCWEE’s approach expects that the information gathered in the project will be used to problem-
solve in the next stage and that every incarnation going forward will require changes in the manner 
of delivery. Indeed, the ‘growth’ ethic presumes that procedures will be further adapted for context. 
These developments will preclude a by-the-book replication of the exact procedure initially tested.

Some of the most experienced GBCWEE members have come to prefer designs that substitute 
multiple measures taken frequently over the course of the project to a large scale experiment 
that produces a definitive answer to a single question. Usually, the quantitative and qualitative are 
blended together in an overall ‘multi-method’ research design, in which each type of data informs and 
confirms the others. 
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Metrics

Regardless of the overall methodology chosen, however, selecting metrics must be done carefully. 
All the GBCWEE companies use multiple metrics to evaluate their work. Indicators usually address 
three general outcome areas:

	 �Economic outcomes (savings accumulated, sales increased, and the like).

	 �Well-being outcomes (nutrition, health, education).

	 �Empowerment outcomes (confidence, mastery, learning, skills acquired).

Because these companies have many types of programmes underway, each of which focuses on 
a different aspect of women’s empowerment, often in different countries, there is demand for a 
small set of metrics that could be applied to compare the effectiveness of different interventions 
and that would be appropriate to use in any part of the world, including developed countries. Partly 
for this reason, GBCWEE companies tend to prefer standardised and tested scales that have proven 
reliable and offer comparison points, rather than questions formulated for a single intervention. 
They have come to recognise that some indicators, such as income and household decision-making, 
are problematic in data collection and may eventually turn out to be unreliable for judging success.

In fact, the GBCWEE first coalesced around the issue of metrics. Some of the companies have 
made great progress on the measurement front, but none of them feels that a really good set of 
metrics, especially of ‘empowerment,’ has yet been achieved. They are all still working to improve 
their definitions and measurements. 

Choosing a site

Business reasons may dictate in which country the programme will be delivered. Once that choice 
is made, however, there is still the tricky question of the district, city, or village in which to execute 
it. The research team will want the treatment site and the control site to be demographically, 
economically, and geographically similar. This requirement deserves significant attention.  
Otherwise, results will be biased and potentially not generalizable.  Further, governments may not 
have collected data of interest to the team.  Consequently, it is important to determine up front 
what kinds of secondary data are available and at what level. 

Beyond the research requirements, many practical considerations need to be addressed in site 
selection, notably:

	 �Appropriateness of the site to the programme. A fishing village, for example, may not be 
good for an agricultural technology. 

	 �Proximity to supplies and personnel required for delivery. Long distances to and 
between sites add time and cost. 

	 �Willingness of leadership to support the effort. Without the blessing of government or 
local leaders, the population may refuse to cooperate.

	 �Availability of communications, transportation, and accommodation that the 
personnel will need to execute the project efficiently.

	 �Locations of NGO offices or other on-the-ground facilities of the partners. 

	 �Presence of the problem. A programme intended to keep girls in school probably doesn’t 
make sense if 90% of girls in the designated area are already finishing secondary school. 

Data collection

The business team can hire a research agency to collect data. If a research agency is hired, much of 
what is in this section can be delegated. However, it is important for the business team to understand 
what is required to convert a questionnaire and deliver it to a local context because the process is 
much more cumbersome in a developing environment, which affects costs and timetables.

The first challenge of data collection is usually to translate the questionnaire into the local language. 
Several languages may be spoken, even in a single district. Some languages have very different 
ways of saying things, so it is not just a matter of word-for-word conversion. Also, some concepts 
may be foreign to respondents (including business measures) and thus will have to be explained 
in a way they will understand. On-site circumstances may require revisions to a questionnaire. So, 
the recommended approach is to work directly with local translators and implementers from the 
beginning to discuss the intention behind the questions in a back-and-forth manner. 

Face-to-face interviews may be necessary for poor or remote populations because they may not 
be reachable any other way. The data collectors, or ‘enumerators’, must travel to the site, which 

in many cases will be a considerable distance or entail rough travelling. They may need to stay 
overnight to avoid multiple trips. 

Enumerators should be selected on the basis of temperament as much as qualification. Class 
differences between enumerators and respondents are common, however, and sometimes these 
differences cause tension between the interviewer and interviewee, which can sour the local 
attitude towards the intervention. Enumerators should be kind, patient, empathic, and humble, 
even if they are only administering a survey.

‘We arrange for grant recipients implementing each intervention to answer a set of 
questions every quarter, so that we can track, as closely as possible to real time, 
how things are going for direct beneficiaries. Wherever possible, we also request 
information related to indirect beneficiaries, so that we can get a larger sense of 
the impact for households and communities. Using mobile technology to collect 
this data makes such designs affordable and the analysis easier.’  
 – Angela Baker, Qualcomm Wireless Reach
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Consider whether females should conduct the interviews. When dealing with sensitive topics, 
women may open up more to a female interviewer. This instruction may cause local research 
agencies to cry ‘sex discrimination’, in part because they mostly hire men. Make certain you are 
ready to present your case as to why only female interviewers are appropriate for the project.

Time spent on the survey with the enumerators and on piloting the questionnaire with a small sample 
group is time well spent. Such rehearsals can pinpoint issues in the sequencing and can identify questions 
that, given the local context and culture, may seem offensive or oblique. Using tablets or mobile phones 
to collect data also can reduce errors and data-cleaning, which saves money and headaches.

It is better to have local people conduct qualitative interviews, and they should be chosen 
specifically for their ability in such work.  Those more accustomed to gathering quantitative data 
often overlook subtleties made evident through qualitative data, and summarise their findings in a 
way incommensurate with the small sample sizes and rich personal stories provided by qualitative 
work. Whoever is at the top of the research partnership should also go to the field at least once 
with the qualitative team because a lot is lost when the interviews are transcribed and translated. 
Actually seeing how the women talk about the topics and viewing their homes or businesses can 
illuminate the way the intervention is unfolding.

It is best to try and avoid interviewing multiple members of households because it takes a lot of 
time and adds expense, and the community may view such an approach as too intrusive. There are 
often ways to measure household or community impact by simply asking the women. After all, it is 
usually the women who feed, care, and clothe the family. Consequently, they are most likely able to 
answer a range of well-being questions about the household. Community leaders, like teachers or 
nurses, are also good candidates for interviews.

Observational data can be extremely helpful in rounding out one’s understanding of the impact. In 
one test I worked on recently, we sent a participant observer into households undergoing financial 
counselling. The report of what she saw and heard while in the homes was invaluable to the project. 
The GBCWEE agrees that observation is very helpful, especially in conjunction with other data. it also 
suggests that using the same enumerator or interviewer with the same respondents over the course 
of the test improves the depth of knowledge gathered in the interviews. 

Always get community permission before going into a site. Sometimes this means going to a local 
municipal government and sometimes to a group of village elders, often both. 

One must take a baseline set of measurements before introducing the intervention. Many groups try 
to skip this step. As a result, it may be impossible to interpret the final data. Additionally if possible,  
a truncated set of measurements, or qualitative interviews, should be performed at several intervals  
during the test. 

Guarding against bias

There are particular risks of bias in these types of programmes, but also ways to guard against them.

It’s good to avoid sending obvious foreigners to the site too often as it usually biases the results, 
one way or another. For instance, in one pilot where attendance in school was being measured, 
the repeated appearance of Europeans made the residents fear they were being watched by the 
government. School attendance may have been affected by this belief.

Mobile technology can also help limit the visibility of personnel doing the data collection, as well 
as be an efficient and cost effective way to obtain candid feedback. GBCWEE members note that 
mobile technology ‘has been used effectively for interventions seeking feedback on whether labour 
practices are being adhered to, such as in manufacturing environments’. 

Some women’s development programmes have high drop-out rates. The reasons overall are 
poorly understood. It may well be due to resistance from home. The attrition rate, however, 
can produce bias.

Probably the most frequent source of bias is the propensity of the respondents to want to please 
whoever is hosting the test. They give the answers they believe are wanted instead of the truth. 
Or, they hide realities that embarrass them. It’s a frequently-observed human reaction, known in 
social science as ‘socially desirable responding’. Phrasing questions in a way that deflects ego is 
often enough to solve this problem. 

Occasionally, respondents will expect some kind of payment or gift in exchange for participation 
and this, too, can affect both their answers and their rate of attendance. Sometimes a gift is 
entirely appropriate, but what to give and when is often a sensitive decision. NGOs face this issue 
frequently and usually can recommend a policy.

Even in studies where the data being collected are not particularly sensitive, it is crucial to establish 
trust, for the sake of the intervention as well as the research. An NGO partner that is already 
known and respected locally can be particularly helpful for this. 

‘Understanding attrition can be important. It is normal for a programme to lose 
participants or for impact study participants to drop out for a variety of reasons. 
However, if your programme experiences more than expected attrition, obtaining 
information on the reasons why can help round-out your quantitative results, shed 
light on how your overall programme is working, and understand other external 
factors that may be able to be addressed. If you ignore this aspect completely, 
your reported data could represent an unintentional bias’.  
 – Angie Rozas, The Coca-Cola Company 
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Chasing the ripple effect

Since around 2007, UNICEF and other large international institutions have reported that 
empowering women has a positive effect on poor communities, especially the children. 
Corporations very often want to measure the impact of their programmes on whole communities 
– not only the direct beneficiaries – so they can argue, internally and externally, that their 
intervention made a difference throughout the catchment area. 

It is important to be strategic, focused, and realistic about what will be measured when considering 
a programme’s ripple effect. The data collection requirements for some of these objectives are 
expensive and onerous. Governments or international agencies are probably best for this task 
because these organisations can bring the necessary resources and authority to the job. 

Remember also that the detailed secondary databases easily available in developed countries do 
not yet exist in developing countries. Indeed, the reason the global community has been slow to 
recognise the economic contribution of women is the dearth of sex-disaggregated data. So, it is 
very likely that it will not be possible to access relevant data from a secondary source, especially at 
the granular level. 

Some community data may be available if captured for local school districts or health districts. 
As I’ve discovered, however, these institutions may not be recording in a manner that makes the 
data usable for the project and may vary from site to site. For instance, in one rural Senegalese 
programme, researchers could not track maternal health care delivery because the district hospital 
organised its records by child, not by mother.32 

It is often possible to make solid inferences by asking questions locally and directly. 
International NGOs sometimes assess community change this way and have banks of questions 
that can be used.

Teams should be aware that collecting data from third parties, such as schools or health care 
units, can be very tricky for many reasons, including: privacy concerns, lack of records, and 
sloppy recording. Thus if the project team is trying to collect ‘ripple effect’ data, the team should 
limit the measurement to just a few factors and should determine, in advance, whether the data 
are accessible or possible to collect. And, as now discussed, extreme care should be taken not to 
violate privacy.

Privacy and ethics

A project will need ethical approval from a formal Institutional Review Board (IRB). In particular,  
the country IRB should be consulted. Local applications are best done in-country by NGOs or  
research agencies. University research teams need to seek approval from their own human 
subjects boards. All these institutions will require that respondents give their informed consent to 
be interviewed and included in the study; data gathered in the study be anonymised and stored 
securely; and steps are taken to guard against any foreseeable negative outcomes for those who 
participated in the study. 

IRB approval can take a long time and seem arbitrary. However, the IRBs serve the purpose of 
ensuring that team members have taken into account the ethical issues that may arise in project 
planning and execution. They also often flag the potential for unintended outcomes that are best 
addressed from the start.

In fact, I recommend that all members of the project team take the online ethics certification course 
offered by Johns Hopkins.33 It only takes a little time but, by making the whole team aware of ethics 
rules, helps to make the IRB process more intelligible and to guard against inadvertent violations.

GBCWEE members also suggest that it is sometimes best to offer a beneficial intervention to the 
control group after the research period is over. 

Fertility has dropped below replacement rate except in the very poorest countries, as women are made to choose 
between work and motherhood. Populations are thus ageing rapidly – and the unpaid care burden is shifting from 
child to elder care. 
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Using technology to  
empower women and  
improve business outcomes

When ‘technology’ is suggested as a 
solution to development problems, 
especially for women, the intention is 
usually to refer to digital communications. 
However, the needs of women around 
the world are great and various –
and thus often require different 
kinds of technological support. 

Quite a few of the women’s 
empowerment programmes among 
the GBCWEE involve diffusion of a new 
agricultural technology. Most of these 
technologies either increase yields or 
quality, both of which add income for 
women. Some of these technologies 
are chemical or horticultural, but some 
involve fairly straightforward mechanical 
innovations. For instance, ExxonMobil 
has funded a programme that distributes 
Kickstart pumps to women in sub-Saharan 
Africa. Eighty per cent of the rural poor 
in this region are smallholder farmers, 
and 60-70% of them are women. Most 
use inefficient rain-fed methods or 
simply fetch water from rivers, streams, 
or springs. The Kickstart pumps offer an 
affordable way to irrigate, which helps 
to increase yields and smooth seasonal 
interruptions. In Angola, for instance, 
women who have adopted this pump have 
doubled the months that they can grow 
food, from five to 10 a year. This gives 
them longer periods of food security, as 
well as improving household nutrition. 

Most of them now also sell some portion 
of their produce, providing them with 
income to reinvest in other aspects of 
family well-being, such as paying school 
fees. Importantly, this technology also 
helps farms grow from subsistence 
farming to profitable businesses that sell 
high-value crops at greater volume.

Some technological innovations for women 
involve altering the design of existing 
equipment that is only suitable for men. 
For instance, Mondeléz International 
observed that the women in West 
African cocoa communities could not use 
pruning tools because the design required 
more upper-body strength than women 
normally have. That one technological 
shortcoming made it difficult for female 
farmers to prune their trees and also 
caused women to be excluded from 
jobs that involved pruning. Similarly, the 
machines used to apply pesticides were 
designed for male bodies and so were very 
uncomfortable for women. The company 
procured equipment with designs adapted 
to enable women, for the first time, to 
do these important tasks themselves. 

Other technologies often taken for 
granted in developed nations, such as 
flush toilets, torches, or sanitary pads, and 
water wells, have a disproportionately 
positive effect on women, allowing them 
mobility, privacy, and safety in a way 
not previously available to them. What 
counts as a ‘technology’ depends to a 
large degree on who and where you are.

By far, however, the technology that 

promises the most impact is mobile. Digital 
communications are so flexible that they 
are being applied to solve a multitude 
of problems from knowledge transfer 
to health care delivery. It’s important to 
understand that, to a significant degree, 
the economic disadvantaging of women 
is held in place by customary constraints 
on their mobility and communications. The 
potential for mobile technology to bridge 
these barriers could be life-changing. 
‘Mobile technology’s affordable reach 
makes it easier and less costly to affect 
a large number of women, while also 
creating a way women can access essential 
information and reach out for help’, notes 
Qualcomm’s Angela Baker. ‘A virtuous 
loop of communication-and-response 
can be established that has benefits 
beyond any one intervention’, she adds.

Mobile devices are being used to deliver 
many innovations of benefit to women, 
such as business instruction, literacy 
programmes, safety assistance, notice 
of legal rights, and access to health 
information and treatment. Indeed, mobile 
technology is probably the single most 
promising technology from a gender 
equality perspective in 50 years or more.

It’s important to remember, however, 
that there are educational, infrastructural, 
and cultural barriers that may make an 
innovation dependent on digital access 
difficult to execute. For instance, in some 
communities, many adult women have 
little or no education and so may be 
hesitant or feel incapable of using the 
technology. Often, targeted efforts to 

introduce and instruct, especially ‘showing 
by doing’, helps bridge this gap. More 
literate women often help less literate 
ones learn to use mobile technology by 
key positions and other cues, rather than 
letters and numbers. And, as everywhere, 
the young help the old with new devices. 

Internet access is often problematic 
for delivery of certain programmes 
to women in developing countries. 
Elaborate videos, sounds, and graphics 
may be used to illustrate platforms, 
for instance, and yet the user may be 
unlikely to have the bandwidth to support 
them. It not uncommon for families 
to believe that the internet is unsafe 
for women, much as people in other 
countries think it is unsafe for children. 
Initially, spousal resistance to allowing 
wives or daughters to use cellphones 
was the fear that they would use the 
communications for illicit assignations 
with other men. Internet cafés have often 
been ‘men only’ spaces where women 
are either not welcome or not safe. 

Women may have trouble purchasing 
devices because they do not have a 
national ID for registration or they 
cannot control the use of their own 
money. In surveys, men usually say the 
reason that no women in the family 
have a mobile phone is that it ‘isn’t 
necessary’. This response is less about 
money than it is about standing in the 
home, but it is a real barrier to adoption. 
The gender gap in mobile and internet 
access varies widely by region, but in 
some areas, the gap is still very wide.
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Piloting the programme

GBCWEE members emphasise that all interventions should be piloted before full implementation. A 
pilot is a good way to firm up an understanding of the ecosystem in which interventions take place. 
It will also help to assess local capabilities, such as numeracy and literacy.

Pilots are learning experiences. They are not final tests. They are a “test drive” for the whole system 
that the project team has devised for delivering the programme, making it possible to see if the 
delivery, tracking, and measurement, and the steps taken to ensure ethics, safety, and privacy 
are adequate. Particularly if an outside party – like a telecoms company – is meant to provide 
important data, a pilot offers invaluable experience about the format and depth of that data, as 
well as how quickly the team can access it. A pilot can also give a peek into uptake rates and other 
issues related to the project’s reception that will help in improving the programme and in providing 
data from which to project sample size for a larger effort. 

Everyone should maintain flexibility as the pilot unfolds. Participants should be reminded frequently 
that the point of the pilot is to find the bugs and work them out. Obstacles should not be met with 
blame, but with group problem-solving.

The pilot will normally lead to a roll-out of the programme to a larger region, with the hope that 
the team will have successfully identified and worked out the kinks. Experience from the pilot can 
give the team confidence and help improve the project’s chance of success as it moves to the 
next stage.

‘Pilot, test and learn before scaling. As you learn and refine, engage key stakeholder 
expertise for input and feedback. Fascinating discoveries and issues will emerge. 
Don’t ignore them, but do try to avoid solving every problem. Stay the course and 
build off of what you started’.  
 – Bethan Grillo, PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP 

Obstacles, challenges, and unintended consequences

Much is made of the cultural differences among nations when it comes to gender. In truth, the 
global data show that the pattern of gender inequality is pretty consistent, as are the mechanisms 
that hold it in place. This general pattern is a useful guide when anticipating the problems that may 
arise in a women’s economic empowerment programme. 

The biggest risk attributable to gender norms is violence against the women who are intended 
to be the project’s beneficiaries. This threat can come from both inside and outside the home. 
For instance, an increase in the earning power of a woman may make the men at home feel 
insecure, resulting in domestic violence. Similarly, a woman having more than usual success in 
the workplace may face bullying and even assault. In most countries, violence against women 
commuting to and from a place of business is a frequent problem. This has proven to be 
particularly significant for factory workers in developing countries, where females who work 
outside the home represent a visible challenge to traditional norms. Indeed, around the world, 
one of the big reasons why women do not participate in the economy – or participate in a limited 
way – is fear of violent repercussions, either at home or outside. 

Violence is often tolerated by the local community and ignored by the government. A limited 
intervention may have little impact against a general culture of violence, but some GBCWEE 
members nevertheless act to maintain safety as much as possible in factories and other 
workplaces. In any case, there are a few steps that a women’s economic empowerment programme 
can take to minimise danger to the beneficiaries within the project. Some of these are:

	 �Talk to the men. Explain what you are trying to achieve. Include them, in some way, in the 
programme. This is sometimes the softest, easiest, and most direct way to stave off problems.

	 �Enlist the cooperation of the community, especially leaders, in coming up with ways 
to maintain safety and respond to threats quickly. 

	 �Identify the local authorities responsible for answering a call for help. Be sure the 
women know how to contact them. Encourage the authorities to develop a rapid response. 

	 �Consider simple helps like torches, whistles, mobile phones, and buddy systems for 
women coming to and from the interventions. 

Often enough, the resistance will come not from men, but from other women. Interference from 
mothers-in-law and, in polygamous cultures, co-wives, happens often. Sometimes this issue can be 
solved just by maintaining privacy in delivering the intervention.

It is common that women in developing countries must ask permission before leaving home. 
Sometimes that permission is not given. Centralised training programmes or meetings often 
experience low turnouts precisely because the intended beneficiaries couldn’t get there. Many 
organisations solve this problem by having multiple small sessions in nearby places, rather than 
one big, distant meeting. Mondeléz International, for instance, schedules small meetings close to 
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home and takes care to have them at times when it is easiest for women to attend. Qualcomm 
Wireless Reach’s technological innovations often purposely seek to deliver information and 
services in ways that transcend the mobility restrictions that women experience.

There are sometimes statutory or customary limits on women’s ability to own property, enter 
into contracts, open bank accounts, and so forth. Always check to see whether the women in 
the region have the requisite legal rights for participating. 

It can be difficult to anticipate the reaction of the beneficiaries. Sometimes, women who 
become more aware of the limitations on their autonomy can express dissatisfaction and 
alienation. Remember that this reaction has been common in the West, as well, and that it may 
be a necessary next stage on the road to empowerment. GBCWEE members are interested 
in devising measures that can discern these psychological responses, because being able to 
diagnose these feelings may lead to better programme design at the outset and to a better 
explanation of the programme’s outcomes at its conclusion. 

Sometimes, the team hired to deliver the programme gets in the way. GBCWEE and others have 
learned, for instance, that trainers hired to give instruction may have a low opinion of women 
or an unsympathetic attitude towards the prospect of their empowerment. ‘If the training 
doesn’t seem to be going as planned, evaluate the people doing the training’, says one very 
experienced GBCWEE member, ‘If they discriminate against the women or are not committed to 
the objective, it won’t work’. She adds, ‘If the women are not comfortable with the people giving 
the programme, they may not candidly share their impressions. You must dig a bit. Ask probing 
questions’.

Most often, it seems, the biggest barriers are not cultural, but frequently practical and related 
to infrastructure limitations. Bad roads, cantankerous electrical supply, scarce refrigeration, 
poor communications signals, dirty water, and other similar gaps in services and systems 
can stand in the way of success. The main thing here is just to think through basic details 
and ask questions about the local environment. Usually, there are ways to work around such 
limitations, and it’s best to identify them before the work starts.

Overall, the advice from the GBCWEE is to ‘be vigilant, be flexible, and anticipate problems’. 
Every one of them has a ‘war story’ to tell, and with hindsight, some of them now even seem 
funny. It can be done.

Scaling the programme

Whether the intervention is applied in a small village or in the halls of international trade, the 
intention should be to push up and out into a broadly-delivered programme that can last until the 
gender gap it addresses is eliminated. In business terminology, every project must plan to ‘scale.’ 

Within a major corporation, planning to scale means the intervention must, at the very least, fold 
into ordinary business operations resulting in a minimum of disruption. The intervention must not 
endanger the core mission of protecting shareholder value and must not drag unproductively 
on the activities of the company’s personnel. Indeed, a key condition for scaling is that the 
intervention win the support of everyone who will need to fund, implement, or oversee any part 
of the effort. Thus, for the business partner in a cross-sectoral women’s economic empowerment 
team, a workable idea for scaling must be in view from the beginning. Furthermore, the business 
team should be working throughout the project to thoughtfully address the concerns of internal 
stakeholders. After all, these will be the people who will have to make the expansion happen when 
the time comes to scale. 

Fortunately, the vast majority of the women’s economic empowerment work done thus far by 
GBCWEE members has not only been able to promise clear business benefits, but has also been 
met with enthusiasm from the employees of the corporation, and been well poised to scale. The 
GBCWEE members were keen to share their lessons from these experiences, so that other teams 
would be better able to execute their projects successfully.

The guiding principle of planning to scale is that the intervention be integrated into the business, 
so that as the business grows, so does the gender programme – and vice versa. The manner of 
integration must provide for the women’s effort to be sustainable, in the long term, without extra 
subsidies. The idea is for the programme to become part of ‘the engine of the business,’ so that it 
naturally reproduces in the same cycle as the business’s cycle. Planning to scale helps guarantee 
that the gender initiative will continue, even when attention waivers or leadership changes. Just as 
with governments and charities, business programmes are vulnerable to cuts when political winds 
shift. If the women’s programme is fully integrated into the business, it will become entrenched 
in the normal course of business and will be protected. Even better, if the women’s economic 
empowerment programme contributes positively to the business, it will always be viewed with 
enthusiasm. 

The process begins with the conscious intention to put a gender lens across all functions of the 
company. When one GBCWEE member was asked ‘How do you put a gender lens across the 
business?’ the response was, ‘Just asking the basic questions often gets you there. Who are our 
suppliers? How do we know that they are women, not men?’ GBCWEE members emphasise that 
one must look not only at the company itself but also at the points of interaction with other firms. 
‘Start with what the core business is and what you can bring in terms of skillsets and competencies. 
Is it your reach? Your distribution locally? Certain types of businesses you touch? Is it your 
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know-how or experience? You must look at where you can connect with women.’ Once gender 
has been mapped across the company, places that seem the most ‘natural’ as starting points will 
appear. 

GBCWEE members suggest that the strategy should be to get early, visible ‘wins’ because a 
positive attitude among internal audiences builds impetus for the next stage. They recommend 
using existing, familiar processes so that the sense of disruption is minimised. When success is 
achieved, they advise, make a point of celebrating those who helped get there, regardless of where 
they are in the company. The more the company feels it is making progress, the more likely it will be 
willing to take on the difficult challenges that will arise. 

At various points of intervention, different barriers for women, as well as barriers for the company, 
will be evident. For instance, finding women distributors might be more expensive. Once the 
relationship is fully established, however, they become part of the business, contributing positively 
to the value chain, as do existing distributors. Each intervention programme should be designed to 
overcome the constraints both on the women and on the business. 

During the period in which the team conceives and implements the intervention, the team should 
be open to feedback from those on the front lines of the intervention. Sometimes the feedback 
can seem obstructionist, but if these specialists can be engaged in solving problems that arise, 
the chances of a good outcome are much improved. I had this experience when I was working to 
monitor and evaluate Walmart’s Empowering Women Together effort. Trying to knit together the 
demands of the Walmart retail system and the material limitations faced by small, women-owned 
businesses in developing countries was extremely daunting. I remember going to Bentonville, 
Arkansas, to interview people about the programme. As I went along, I shared with these folks – 
buyers, logistics experts, sourcing specialists, market research people – the problems I was seeing 
in execution. The response was invariably a torrent of possible solutions and enthusiastic offers of 
help. Such spirit needs to be leveraged to make these programmes viable. 

From the outside, this process can seem inscrutable. Civil society and government observers and 
team members will, I hope, come to learn that the women’s economic empowerment programmes 
of corporations, when they work through the business rather than philanthropy, must be 
conducted in a programmatic way in order to ensure uptake and continuation. Sometimes, this will 
mean that trade-offs must be made. For instance, an intervention that is tightly tailored for a given 
locale will have to be streamlined and generalised if it is to scale. To NGOs, whose strength often 
lies in their deep knowledge of the culture of the local community, it can seem hard-hearted or 
ignorant when the corporate team member wants to keep the intervention from being too specific 
to that context. In the bigger picture, however, the streamlining is intended to bring the benefit 
to a larger population of women. Similarly, the costs of some interventions are too high to scale if 
they are too loaded with individualised attention. Trying to strip down some of that attention is not 
meant to devalue it, but instead, again, to make it possible to scale up to larger delivery.

Similarly, the scaling strategy may demand targeted selection to bring the best-suited women into 
a programme. This can create a fundamental disconnect between corporate approaches and the 

philosophies of NGOs and of government development programmes. The normal approach from a 
civil society perspective, especially, is to offer the programme to everyone, with the aim of leaving 
no one behind. This is indeed an admirable ideal, but the fact is that people vary in their needs, 
desires, and capabilities to a degree that requires different programmes for different recipients. 
A market perspective is based on the expectation that a variety of capabilities and activities will 
interact to make the exchange system work. So, the choice to include some women, but not others, 
in a specific programme does not necessarily intend to exclude, but rather is an acknowledgement 
that there are different points of address. Importantly, when trying to scale, bringing along 
participants who are not suitable to the activity risks bringing down the entire group intended to 
benefit from the intervention. So, from the beginning, the participants will probably have to be 
vetted and qualified.

Some of the Walmart Women’s Economic Empowerment programmes, for instance, are built on the 
strength of its retail system. NGOs, for years, have said that their problems would be solved if they 
could sell local crafts through the world’s largest retail system. But, only a few artisans are able to 
produce in sufficient volume, with the right style, and with consistent quality to be able to move 
products through the Walmart system. Trying to do that when the artisan is not yet ready can quite 
literally put her out of business. So, Walmart tries to be careful in selecting its suppliers in order to 
select those suppliers who will be able to thrive within Walmart’s system.

The selection strategy for programme participants is often a function of the intervention’s nature, 
but it also can be related to the particular capability that the corporation brings to the project.  For 
example, the Goldman Sachs’ 10,000 Women, selects women who are ‘underserved’ in terms of 
business training, but who have qualifications like a college education and a track record that suggests 
the probability of success. Goldman Sachs does not focus on the so-called bottom of the pyramid, 
but neither does it include women who already have substantial resources of their own. The reason 
for this is that the expertise that it brings over from its everyday business qualifies it to assess and 
encourage growth businesses. It does not have the kind of experience that would realistically support 
a programme among the very poor: however, the growth from the companies it trains results in a 
very good job creation record, so other segments of society also benefit. Thus selecting “mid-level” 
businesses makes the most sense for this particular private sector partner. In contrast, Coca-Cola’s 
ordinary operations touch a wide range of people all over the world.  So, its programmes very often 
reach out to the most marginalised groups through the touchpoints that are already in its deeply 
rooted and ultimately very localised networks. A key strength here is the ability to work through 
existing partnerships to help bring people into the formal economy, a capability that most companies 
do not have.

Because women in developing countries are systematically disadvantaged, the desire to qualify 
participants must be balanced against the overall agenda of closing the gender gap for human 
development. For this reason, GBCWEE members have, in every case, also undertaken programmes 
to adjust for the inequities that hold women back. Several have instituted literacy programmes, 
for instance, or invested in business skills training programmes. Their system-level interventions 
into international trade or finance are also examples of adjusting the playing field. Some of these 
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interventions are done on a charitable basis, but with the intention of pushing the whole vision 
forward. The point here is that everything is undertaken in a strategic way to support a scaled and 
sustained effort, rather than a series of siloed charitable programmes. 

Several specific bits of advice about scaling programmes emerged from GBCWEE conversations. 
For instance, members suggested that integrating a women’s economic empowerment programme 
with other company-wide initiatives was particularly fruitful. Coca-Cola has many extensive safe 

water programmes as part of its environmental sustainability efforts. Digging a well provides a 
safe, centralised water source that benefits women first because it relieves them of the burden 
of fetching water, which is ‘women’s work’ nearly everywhere. There have also been several 
opportunities to ‘piggy-back’ women’s programmes on other ongoing corporate efforts, including 
setting up a woman-owned business to manage access, for example, and installing separate girls’ 
and boys’ toilets in the schools built or funded by the company.

The choice of partners, as mentioned, must take into consideration that organisation’s ability to 
scale. Charlotte Oades of Coca-Cola observed, ‘One partner may be perfect, but totally local. That 
means you would start from scratch in every locale going forward. Another partner might not do as 
well at the beginning, but, if you could teach them, would have ability to scale later. That may mean 
thinking less about making a pilot perfect and instead going with a compromise partner, because 
they would make sense for the wider vision’. When a corporation initiates a training programme, 
it is also sometimes possible to scale by adopting a ‘train the trainer’ approach. An example of 
this is Mondeléz International’s Cocoa Life programme in Ghana. It trains young women called 
‘women’s extension volunteers’ in good agricultural practices, how to access finance, and gender 
empowerment and development principles. The trained women then train others. Via this method, 
218 such volunteers have been trained in a very short time. They are, in turn, mobilising other 
women to become leaders and presenting themselves as role models, especially to the youth. 

GBCWEE members all felt that digital technology offers many ways of helping a programme to 
reach scale, for instance:

	 �Digital technology can allow feedback on programmes directly from programme 
participants. 

	 It can allow access to more people more consistently.

	 �When moving to scale, digital technology can help organisations to share training 
and to reach out to new users. This can help bring more people into these programmes, 
and update them with new training, tutorials, videos, and other content in a cost- and time- 
efficient manner.

‘If you really want impact, then interesting pilots will only get you so far. The name 
of the game is scale. Doing that is hard, and will often involve compromises, but if 
you can really embed a model into a large business, the multiplier is enormous.’  
 – Paul George, PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP 

	 It allows beneficiaries to be met where they are, so solutions can be localised and  
	 made more relevant.

	 It allows for more reliable and robust data collection to improve programme  
	 monitoring and evaluation programmes.

The GBCWEE cautions that, while technology is often a huge aid to the challenges of scaling, 
the variety of settings, in which some technologies are feasible while others are not, must be 
considered. Furthermore, starting with one technology in one location and learning how to 
implement the rest of the programme often readies the team to ‘leap-frog’ to newer technologies 
as they become available and as the programme scales.

It is also important to consider basic geographical elements like terrain and population density. 
For example, in one of my projects, a large consumer goods company wanted to adopt the rural 
distribution system built by a major NGO in Bangladesh and transfer it to Ghana. The system 
provided work for women who are among the ‘poorest of the poor.’ It also made it possible to 
bring necessary items directly to female consumers, who are not allowed to leave the home 
compound and must rely on men to do the shopping. The Bangladesh programme also gave 
companies an extended distribution system that reached far beyond existing brokers. But the 
geography in Ghana was a mismatch. In Bangladesh, the countryside where this rural system 
was operating is flat and lush, and the population is extremely dense. It was comparatively 
easy to distribute goods on foot or by bicycle. In Ghana, the country is largely desert, often 
hilly, and the population is for more sparsely distributed. The company’s expectation that this 
system (which had only recently, and through three years of attention, reached 3,000 women) 
would scale to a million women in the first 12 months in Ghana was completely unrealistic.34
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The role of philanthropy

Though the focus of this report 
is integrating women’s economic 
empowerment into business operations, 
most members of the GBCWEE also have 
philanthropic programmes that support 
the global effort in which both public 
and private sectors participate. These 
grants improve metrics, review progress, 
seed exploratory work for new ideas, 
address systemic barriers, and even 
build infrastructure. The philanthropic 
effort is thus delivered strategically and 
programmatically rather than through 
simple funding of isolated projects.

An example is the ExxonMobil 
Foundation. Its collaboration with the UN 
Foundation produced the first systematic 
review of the effectiveness of women’s 
economic empowerment interventions 
across a broad spectrum of settings 
and worker types. This 2012 review, 
called ‘The Roadmap for Promoting 
Women’s Economic Empowerment’, has 
acted as guidance for communities as 
they plan their own programme. It is 
now being updated. ExxonMobil also 
invests in developing measurement 
techniques and guidelines, by exploring 
metrics against new theories of change 
and distributing guidance manuals 
for on-the-ground teams to use.

Market access presents difficulties 
for many women, but it is a hard 
problem to solve on an individual level, 
especially for those in rural areas. The 
Mastercard Center for Inclusive Growth 

has provided funding to Industree 
Foundation to transform existing rural 
women’s self-help groups in India 
into collective producers’ enterprises. 
Through these enterprises, women 
can fulfil significant purchase orders 
from both domestic and international 
companies. Industree Foundation works 
with the buyers and negotiates purchase 
orders, and provides training on quality 
control and consumer preferences.

Education is an important foundation 
for economic inclusion. Therefore, a 
number of the GBCWEE foundations 
support girls’ education. In addition to the 
moral case for equalising girls and boys 
in school, economic data have shown 
that there is a positive multiplier effect 
that accompanies the education of girls, 
especially if they can be helped to reach 
secondary level. However, sometimes 
very basic interventions are needed. For 
instance, inadequate toilet facilities in 
school discourage pubescent girls from 
continuing their education, at the very 
point when society most needs them to 
stay. PwC has introduced an intervention 
in Hyderabad, Ajmer, and Kolkata in India, 
in which new toilets were constructed 
and existing toilets renovated. 

Sometimes, the corporate foundations 
partner with government or 
nongovernmental organizations to  
achieve a broad scale effect with 
one intervention.  For instance, the 
Walmart Foundation worked with 
more than 15 nonprofits around the 
world in their efforts to train women 

in agriculture.  As part of this effort, 
the Walmart Foundation invested 
more than US$20million in projects in 
15 countries working in commodities 
including vegetables, cotton, cashews, 
cocoa, rice, soy, apples, seafood, and 
livestock. To date, more than 450,000 

women have received training.

Symposia and stakeholder meetings to 
share knowledge and discuss problems 
across the community have been held 
or sponsored by all the members of 
the GBCWEE. A number of teaching 
cases have also been produced. 

Female dominance of consumer decision-making approaches 70% of all purchases worldwide. Women shoppers 
prefer products from responsible companies, and will go out of their way to buy products made by other women. 

Cr
ed

it:
  i

St
oc

k.
co

m
/v

ga
jlc



63WWW.SBS.OXFORD.EDU62 PRIVATE SECTOR ENGAGEMENT WITH WOMEN’S ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT

Finally, it is important to get the timing right, not only in managing business cycles and government cycles, 
but also in harvest and seasonal cycles. Planning a reasonable gestation period for the programme in each 
place is essential. Businesses and donors often impose an arbitrary period – usually 12 to 18 months – in 
which they expect to see the final impact. Instead, the nature of the expected impact (gender norms do 
not change overnight) and the setting, as well as pilot experience, should be the factors that dictate timing. 

Multiple interventions

One of the most impressive things about the GBCWEE is that it very seldom gives up. Instead, 
when faced with some of the obstacles encountered in the previous sections, it institutes multiple 
interventions aimed at solving a constellation of problems that impinge on the project at hand. Five 
basic types of multiple interventions have emerged so far.

A holistic approach to making the ecosystem more hospitable. The economic exclusion of 
women is usually held in place by a number of simultaneous constraints, not all of them legal or 
rights-oriented and not all of them purely economic. Customary restrictions on mobility, for instance, 
are often used to keep women from going out to engage in work or business. Because females have 
been less likely to be educated, literacy and numeracy shortfalls can frustrate attempts to empower 
them economically. Not surprisingly, these discouragements, coupled with gender stereotyping, 
destroy women’s self-confidence, causing them to hold back from economic engagement.

	 �A good example of an ecosystem approach is Marks & Spencer’s programme among coffee 
cooperatives in Peru. Because of the impact of climate change, growers in this region have 
experienced reduced income generation, migration out of the sector, and increased plant 
disease. M&S’s analysis concluded that increasing women’s income and leadership would 
be essential to salvaging the situation (a conclusion that other companies operating in 
agriculture have also reached). To achieve this objective, M&S had to confront the gender 
norms that held women back. 

	� The solution was to deliver Gender Action Learning (GALS) workshops to 500 male and female 
smallholders.35 GALS helps communities develop new visions for women and men to relate 
to each other as equals. The GALS philosophy promotes both rights and economic autonomy 
by focusing on freedom from violence, equality of property ownership, equality of decision-
making, equality of work and leisure, and freedom of thought and association.

	� The M&S programme is still in the early stages, but the results so far are quite encouraging. At 
this point, 200 families in the Peruvian coffee region where this programme was implemented 
have adopted a ‘gender balance tree’ at home. First indicators include an increase in women as 
members of the cooperatives (which were previously heavily dominated by men), an increase of 
women selling in the local market (men tend to dominate at the point where cash is exchanged), 
and more women in leadership positions in the community. 

A step-by-step approach. Sometimes, a programme will be completed, but in the process, the 
company and its partners learn that a follow-on step is needed – and then another and another. 
This kind of pattern produces a sequential strategy.

	 �As of this writing, Goldman Sachs’ 10,000 Women programme has provided expert training 
for women entrepreneurs in 56 countries. The results from the training show strong and 
sustained growth for the businesses, but the data also indicate that lack of access to capital 
is a significant barrier. Participating women, who were well prepared and credit worthy, 
hesitated to approach banks for capital. As for the banks, they often viewed lending to 
women as a high-risk, low-profit proposition, even when they had no data to support this 
view. In 2014, Goldman Sachs 10,000 Women formed a partnership with the International 
Finance Corporation to create a credit facility to increase access to capital for 100,000 
women entrepreneurs around the world. The facility provides banks with lines of credit, 
advisory services, loan guarantees, and incentives to help them expand lending to women 
entrepreneurs. Demand from banks has been strong and, since launching the partnership, 
nearly US$850 million has been committed to banks in 18 emerging markets. 

A multi-pointed, collaborative effort concentrated in a specific location and tailored to a 
specific economic sector. Sometimes, a particular segment – such as the producers of a specific 
crop – need a targeted intervention to help women participate more effectively and profitably, but 
the need requires multiple partners to work together intensively in a local setting.

	 �In Mozambique, for instance, ExxonMobil works with Opportunity International and PEMA 
(Projecto Para Empoderamento das Mulheres e Desenvolvimento da Agricultura) to provide 
customised support for 800 female farmers. The programme gives these women agricultural 
training tailored to their land and crops, financial literacy training, access to new irrigation 
technology as well as quality seeds and fertilisers, better market information, and assistance 
in identifying qualified and reliable customers.  

	 �Qualcomm Wireless Reach and its partners are instituting a mobile programme that 
recognises the challenges and mobility constraints that women face in the fishing industry 
in Senegal. The programme provides market information so that women can minimise trips 
away from home by knowing prevailing prices in advance. It also provides training in fishing 
skills through videos accessible on the phones. Importantly, 90% of the family members of 
programme beneficiaries surveyed reported improvement in their livelihoods as a direct result 
of the intervention.

A systemic approach to a larger reform. Not all programmes focus on individual or small group 
assistance. Gender inequality is an entrenched phenomenon that requires system-level changes. 
GBCWEE members as well as other corporations have launched numerous initiatives aimed at 
changing and engaging systems to improve, for instance, access to capital, to large-scale or 
international markets, and even to valid identification cards. 

	 �Women-owned businesses are almost entirely excluded from the very large and lucrative procurement 
contracts that can come from major corporations and governments. This happens in part because 
women do not have the connections to participate in this market, but also because they don’t know 
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how to engage this kind of customer. Beginning in 2012, the International Trade Centre began holding 
global vendor exhibitions for women business owners and mentored and trained them to present 
their wares effectively and to negotiate with these big players. Several international companies, 
including some among the GBCWEE, have travelled to these exhibitions so that they can diversify their 
procurement efforts by buying from the women vendors assembled there. In 2016, the International 
Trade Centre announced that it would scale up its efforts to bring women into international trade, 
committing to a goal of 1 million women brought into the market by 2020. 

	 �The main problem for companies wanting to buy from women-owned businesses is that such 
suppliers are hard to find.  It is also difficult to certify that the supplier’s business is, indeed, 
majority-owned and controlled by women.  Most governments do not collect gender data 
in their records of small businesses, so even the size of the women-owned business sector 
is difficult to identify and to quantify by country.  So, a group of 72 corporations, who 
collectively spend more than US$1 trillion a year on products and services, formed an NGO 
called WEConnect International, whose mission is to identify, educate, and certify businesses 
owned by women, and then connect them with qualified buyers. The organisation now serves 
buyers and sellers based in over 100 countries.36

	 �Women in developing countries often do not have formal identification documents, which 
restricts their ability to do basic things like buy a mobile phone, open a bank account, conduct 
business, or travel.  The lack of formal ID thus acts as a barrier to both financial and digital 
inclusion, as well as limiting opportunities for entrepreneurship.  Mastercard has been 
working with governments around the world to develop a new cost-sharing arrangement 
between governments and banks that brings both identification and banking access to 
women.  In this arrangement, participating banks provide the payment card, as they would 
as part of their normal business, and governments provide the unique identifier. If, over time, 
the government disburses social transfers through the card, the bank gets an increased and 
steady volume of transactions, and the women are better able to control the use of the 
money in a secure way. Mastercard has now partnered with UNWomen to work through its 
global community-based network to help women obtain identification, including providing 
transportation to ID enrolment centres, removing yet another barrier to having formal 
identification. Thus, this innovation stands to grow in geographical scope, eliminating a major 
barrier for women’s economic viability.  Mastercard and its partners have digital identity 
programmes in Ethiopia, Nigeria, Nepal, Niger, The Philippines, Yemen, and Egypt.

	 �In keeping with its business role as an advisor to corporations and governments, PwC 
provides specialised expertise and reporting that supports women’s economic empowerment 
on a national and international scale. Over the past few years, for example, PwC has launched 
a report series focused on women’s economic empowerment issues. These data help provide 
support for other corporate diversity initiatives, as well as providing material for those who 
advocate for women in many institutions and at various levels. For instance, PwC issued 
its Women in Work Index in February 2017, a report that summarised female economic 
empowerment across 33 OECD countries. PwC projected that the GDP gains from increasing 
women’s employment – even just across OECD countries – would approach $6 trillion. PwC 
has been particularly active in generating publicly-available data to advocate for diversity 

recruitment, especially from among millennials. The knowledge that PwC brings to this topic 
helps inspire action on a range of fronts.

	 �Microfinance remains gendered. All around the world, it is primarily women who take out 
microloans. Though microcredit can help women develop small businesses, public criticism of 
microlender practices has led to increased regulation. In India, Qualcomm Wireless Reach invested 
in a programme that introduced a mobile app, called MicroLekha, which streamlines the loan 
application, automates the data, and improves communication with customers. The innovation helps 
microfinance companies operate more efficiently and cost-effectively, and more transparently. 

	 �Lack of access to finance is a major barrier for female entrepreneurs and farmers, but 
lack of access to markets is equally a problem. Market barriers take many forms. One of 
the most common is the exclusion of women from cooperatives, unions, and marketing 
boards that act as gatekeepers for selling agricultural produce. Mondeléz International’s 
Cocoa Life programme takes steps to address this systemic constraint by ensuring that all 
such organisations in the regions where it buys are mandated to have at least 30% female 
representation in the leadership.  

Collective corporate efforts 

Often, the impact of an initiative can be boosted by bringing other corporations on board. The 

GBCWEE companies have joined with other businesses to engage with global efforts such 
as the Women in Trade initiative under the International Trade Centre, and have helped fund 
global innovations such as WEConnect. In addition, individual companies come together to put 
their collective power behind a particular economic need or the achievement of a specific goal. For 
example, consider the group effort to track and report sourcing from women-owned businesses 
that Coca-Cola Company, Campbell Soup Company, ExxonMobil, General Mills, Johnson & Johnson, 
Mondeléz International, Procter & Gamble, and Walmart have begun. This collaboration aims to 
create a more visible movement and raise awareness of the importance of sourcing from women. 
The effort works through WBENC. 

In sum, the efforts undertaken by the GBCWEE have pointed to new programmes that suggest 
large-scale positive change, but that have required new partners to execute and scale. These 
companies are very much aware they can’t do it alone. For this reason, the GBCWEE is keen to 
attract not only other businesses, but also public and non profit organisations to this global effort. 

‘The private sector has a role to play in international development.  Primarily 
the role we can play in creating good stable jobs can have a ripple effect for 
people’s lives and prosperity.  In addition, other elements of international 
development such as education, health care and nutrition, water and sanitation 
and agricultural output have touchpoints with business’.  
 – Hazel Culley, Marks & Spencer
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What governments can do

Despite having led successful experiments 
and programme development across 
many nations and several industry 
sectors, the GBCWEE agrees unanimously 
that an ecosystem approach to women’s 
empowerment is required. Many of the 
programmes described here highlighted 
shortcomings in local and national 
ecosystems that must be corrected 
if the overall effort to equally include 
women in the world economy is to 
achieve success. While some of the gaps 
can be filled by other private sector 
players or NGOs, the preponderance 
of barriers falls into the remit of 
government. Here are a few of the 
necessary changes that can be identified.

	 �Equal legal treatment. The Women, 
Business, and the Law publication 
of the World Bank reports every 
two years on the number of legal 
restrictions, by country, that 
hinder the inclusion of women 
in the economy. The number of 
restrictions still in place continues 
to astonish. It should be understood 
that basic legal rights, such having 
your own national identification or 
being able to open a bank account 
in your own name, are inseparable 
from economic engagement.

	 �Safety. The persistent threat of 
violence haunts women around the 
world and is thus problematic in many 
intervention programmes. Protecting 
the safety of citizens, whether male 

or female, is the responsibility of 
governments. Commuter safety can be 
improved if more government attention 
is given to monitoring public transport 
and roads. Domestic violence can be 
reduced if police response is faster 
and programmes to change attitudes 
implemented. Laws against sexual 
predators at work are essential. There 
is a limit to how much can be achieved 
to pull women into the economy if they 
cannot work safely.

	 �Child and elder care. In every 
domain of the economy, whether 
enterprise or employment, formal 
or informal, the burden of caring for 
children – and now the elderly – is 
the biggest single barrier to women’s 
economic engagement. Research 
shows that the most effective way 
to increase women’s employment is 
for the government to support high 
quality and affordable child care. 
While companies sometimes offer 
such services to employees, these 
programmes are necessarily limited 
and partial – they don’t cover rural 
or informal workers, those seeking 
employment, entrepreneurs, small 
business employees, and many 
others who need care assistance. A 
committed and funded government 
policy for providing care is an essential 
foundation for women’s economic 
empowerment in every nation.

	 �Education. Both boys and girls need 
education, but the achievement gap 
among females in developing countries 

remains greater. Though GBCWEE 
members do involve themselves in 
training programmes and even basic 
education, it is the role of government 
to provide education and, thus, a high 
quality labour force. The education of 
girls, in particular, has been shown to 
have massive follow-on effects for 
economic and human development 
indicators and should be prioritised.

	 �Health care access. One of the 
most worrisome gender inequalities 
is that women are so often 
disadvantaged in their ability to seek 
medical care. From holding a lower 
priority place in the family to being 

restricted in their movements, the 
constraints on women add up to 
significant barriers to a healthy life. 
This inequality affects the ability to 
work consistently and productively. It 
is not enough to provide health care 
services; attention must be given to 
lifting the constraints that are special 
to females. 

Without a simultaneous commitment to 
gender inequality from governments, 
the united efforts of private sector 
institutions, international agencies, 
and non-governmental organisations 
will necessarily be limited.

Women participate in every aspect of the fishing industry except the large commercial contracts given to men.  
Indeed, in many areas of the economy, women are cut out of the larger and more lucrative deals, but are often 
the ones doing the work to fulfill the contract.   
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Conclusion

What I have outlined in this report adds up to a radically different approach than is normally 
envisioned when tackling a difficult social and economic challenge. It is not just a cross-sectoral 
approach, nor is it just a call from government for businesses to take up their agenda. Rather, it 
is one in which all sectors pull together to fulfil an overriding goal – the economic empowerment 
of women – while also attending to the needs of each partner. It is a vision in which the problem 
is engaged at every level, from the small farm to international trade, in a purposive programme 
to lift barriers and to eliminate bias. And it is a concept that can sustain the kind of long-term 
effort that will be necessary if we want to eliminate gender inequality. The approach calls for the 
systems of business to ‘dock’ with those of government and civil society in order to facilitate 
change well beyond what can be achieved by writing checks to support scattershot programmes.

Working toward women’s economic empowerment is known to be one of the most effective ways 
to promote prosperity and to fight suffering, but it is not an easy path. In these programmes, the 
companies of the GBCWEE have had challenges to their resourcefulness and problem-solving skills 
such as they have never before experienced. Nevertheless, the programmes they have so carefully 
cultivated and expanded have produced compelling results. Here are just a few:

	 �Marks & Spencer’s financial literacy programme in India teaches female factory workers 
about money management: loans, savings, payslip deductions, and benefits. M&S works with 
factory management to help improve payroll efficiency by paying directly into the women’s 
bank accounts. The workers are then oriented to use mobile and community kiosks to access 
their funds. The programme has resulted in a 30% increase in the number of workers who 
have savings. 

	 �In Turkey, Mastercard launched a women’s financial literacy programme for women from low 
income families. The topics covered included budgeting, saving, and use of financial tools. 
Thus far, the programme has reached 10 million women via social media and 5,000 with 
face-to-face training. After the first year, women who intended to prepare a monthly budget 
increased 30.2%. Women who said they will never save has decreased by 26.3% and the 
number saying they will save has increased by 25%. 

	 �Qualcomm Wireless Reach, in collaboration with the Grameen Foundation and Ruma, 
introduced a mobile microfranchising programme in Indonesia. The innovation included a small 
kit with a mobile phone with which the entrepreneur could sell air time to customers. The 
phone itself carried a suite of data services, designed for women, that were meant to help 
increase incomes. 15,000 entrepreneurs, of whom 82% were women, signed on. By the end 
of the first year, 100% of these microenterprises were profitable. Those who stayed in the 
programme at least four months doubled their incomes and lifted themselves out of poverty. 
These microenterprises served a combined 1.5 million customers.

	 �Since its launch in 2008, the Goldman Sachs 10,000 Women programme has provided more 
than 10,000 women entrepreneurs with business education, mentoring, and networking. 
Globally, graduates report immediate and sustained business growth. Eighteen months after 
completing the programme, nearly 70% of survey graduates have increased their revenue 

and nearly 60% have added new jobs. On average, graduates doubled the size of their 
workforces and revenues increased nearly fivefold.

	 �As part of The Coca-Cola Company’s global 5by20 initiative to enable women entrepreneurs, 
from 2013 to 2016, Coca-Cola partnered with UNWomen on a programme in South Africa. 
The task was to provide business training to over 27,000 women-owned small retailers. A 
longitudinal impact evaluation was also conducted with 100 women who participated in 
the programme. Of those surveyed, participants’ total average business sales went up 46% 
and average personal income increased 19%. Women reporting that they could afford basic 
expenses for themselves and their families also significantly improved and savings increased as 
well. More than 90% reported that they were now confident that their businesses would stay 
open and grow. 

	 �Solar Sister is a non-profit organisation that began in Uganda. It recruits women in rural 
villages to act as agents going neighbor-to-neighbor selling solar lights and clean cookstoves. 
Both products have particular impact on women: the cookstoves burn cleaner than wood 
and the solar lights extend the day for work and study. In partnership with the ExxonMobil 
Foundation, Solar Sister has expanded its reach to include Nigeria and Tanzania, and has 
grown to more than 2,500 agents. In 2016 alone, Solar Sister delivered energy access to 
182,800 people, doubling its impact over the previous four years, and generating more than 
$450,000 in revenue. 

	 �Since the launch of its women’s economic empowerment programmes in 2011, through 
January 2017, Walmart has sourced $21.2 billion from women-owned suppliers. Walmart 
and the Walmart Foundation have also provided funding for the training for 128,000 women 
in factories and more than 600,000 on farms, as well as providing $139 million in grants to 
support women’s economic empowerment.

	 �Mondeléz International’s Women’s Extension Volunteers in Ghana, which trains women in 
agricultural communities in development practice and principles, has helped to normalise 
women in leadership positions. As a result, twelve women announced they were running 
for office and two won seats in District Assemblies. This programme, working through NGO 
partners, also sets up Community Development Committees that have a 30% quota for 
women’s participation. 

Imagine expanding this kind of impact throughout the world economy, with more corporate, 
government, and civil society partners working together to solve one of the most important 
challenges of our time. 

The promise of measurable impact, global scale, and sustained pressure against the challenges 
of gender inequality are the main reasons why the international community should join public 
and private sector efforts together to realise the promise of economic gender equality and to 
eliminate the suffering that this inequality perpetuates. 

What it takes is being open to a new way of thinking and doing, as well as the willingness to 
try working through the economy, rather than alongside it. I believe, as do the members of the 
GBCWEE, that the spirit of collaboration, as well as the unprecedented potential for the good of 
humanity, would make the effort well worthwhile. 
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In several regions of the world, women now outnumber men in higher education. Recruiting these young women 
and, even more importantly, retaining them in the workforce, is becoming a top priority for most corporations. 

Reports by the Global Business Coalition on  
Women’s Economic Empowerment

The documents included below are a mix of impact studies, case studies from specific countries, 
progress/assessment reports, some focused on specific programmes, others on whole sectors, 
undertaken by academic institutions, foundations, consultancies and international NGOs. 

Some reports have been commissioned by individual companies, in other cases companies have 
contributed to wider studies.

The Coca-Cola Company

Accenture and GIWPS Private Sector Landscape Analysis of Nigeria Empowering Women and Girls 
Through Partnerships, 2016 

Harvard Business School Haiti Hope: Innovating the Mango Supply Chain, 2016 

Babson College ‘Unleashing the Potential of Women Entrepreneurs’, 2016

Coca Cola 5by20 website, includes stories, 2014/2015 Sustainability Report, infographics, 
updates

Shared Value Initiative Thirsty for More Coca Cola’s Shared Value Approach with Communities 
Across Brazil Coletivo Case Study, 2014 

Harvard Kennedy School Project Nurture: Partnering for Business Opportunity and Development 
Impact, 2012 

Harvard IFC Developing Inclusive Business Models A Review of Coca Cola’s MDCs in Ethiopia and 
Tanzania, 2009 

ExxonMobil

United Nations Foundation Exxon Mobil Measuring Women’s Economic Empowerment, 2015 

United Nations Foundation ExxonMobil M Buvinic, R Furst-Nicholls, E Curey Pryor A Roadmap for 
Promoting Women’s Economic Empowerment, 2013 

GSMA Development Fund Cherie Blair Foundation for Women Women and Mobile: A Global 
Opportunity, 2010

The International Center for Research on Women (ICRW) K Gill, K Brooks, J MacDougall, P Patel, A 
Kes Bridging the Gender Divide How Technology Can Advance Women Economically, 2010 

Goldman Sachs 10,000 Women

Babson College Investing in the Power of Women Progress Report on the Goldman Sachs 10,000 
Women Initiative, 2014 
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Goldman Sachs Global Markets Institute Giving Credit Where It Is Due How Closing the Credit Gap 
for Women Owned SMEs Can Drive Global Growth, 2014 

Goldman Sachs Portfolio Strategy Research Japan Portfolio Strategy: Womanomics 4.0 Time to 
Walk the Talk, 2014

Goldman Sachs Global Markets Institute The Power of the Purse: Gender Equality and Middle Class 
Spending, 2009 

Mastercard Center for Inclusive Growth

Mastercard Center for Inclusive Growth Capturing the Full Potential of Tourism for Inclusive Growth 
in Colombia, 2016 

Munk School of Global Affairs, University of Toronto Reaching the Hard to Reach: A Case Study of 
Brazil’s Bolsa Familia Programme, 2016 

Mastercard Center for Inclusive Growth How Benchmarking Can Help Countries Become More 
Digital, HBR, 2016 

Mastercard Center for Inclusive Growth The Hidden Cost of Cash, Infographics, 2016 

Mastercard Center for Inclusive Growth The Countries that Would Profit Most from A Cashless 
World, HBR, 2016 

Fletcher School, Tufts University Digital Evolution Index in Digital Planet: Readying for The Rise of 
the eConsumer, 2014 

Marks & Spencer

European University Institute Robert Shuman Centre for Advanced Studies, S Barrientos Gender 
and Global Value Chains: Challenges of Economic and Social Upgrading in Agri-Food, 2014

Mondeléz International 

Mondeléz International Cocoa Life Empowering Cocoa Farmers and Communities 2015 Progress 
Report 2015 

Mondeléz International Cocoa Life Mainstreaming Gender Equality in Cocoa 2015 Update, 2015 

Care International Cocoa Life in Côte-d’Ivoire Gender assessment in the pilot communities, 2014 

Harvard University Michael J. Hiscox & Rebecca Goldstein Gender Inequality in the Ghanaian Cocoa 
Sector, 2014

Mondeléz International Cocoa Life Gender Action Plans: Ghana and Cote D’Ivoire, 2014 

PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP

Overseas Development Institute Abigail Hunt and Emma Samman Women’s Economic 

Empowerment Navigating Enablers and Constraints, 2016 Navigating Enablers and Constraints, 
2016 Infographics

Qualcomm Wireless Reach

Cherie Blair Foundation for Women, Coaching and Mentoring, Bank of America, Marshall & 
McLennan, Qualcomm Empowering Women, Broadening Horizons, 2016 

Qualcomm, Vecna Cares Charitable Trust, InStrat Global Health Solutions The Primary Initiative: 
Addressing Maternal and Infant Mortality, Nigeria, May 2015 

Qualcomm Wireless Reach Case Study China: Mobilising HERhealth, 2015 

Qualcomm Wireless Reach Case Study India Connecting India to Disconnect Poverty, 2015 

Qualcomm Wireless Reach Case Study Philippines Hapinoy Mobile Money Hub Programme, 2015 

Walmart

Babson study on impact on Walmart WOB’s and impact to business (To Be Released) 

Tufts University, South Asia Advanced Training Endline Report, July 2017

Tufts University, South Asia Foundational Training Endline Report, July 2017

William Davidson Institute Oxford University Consulting Incorporating Small Producers Into Formal 
Retail Supply Chains, 2016 

University of Oxford, Advisory Note on Measures: Women’s Economic Empowerment, 2016

Walmart: Walmart and USAID The Evolution of a Cross Sector Partnership, 2015 

Harvard Kennedy Center U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation Path to Empowerment: The role 
of Corporations in supporting Women’s Economic Progress, 2015 

University of Oxford, The Maasai Women Development Organization Teaching Case. A case study 
on bringing an ancient craft to contemporary consumers, developed for Power Shift, 2015 

University of Oxford, Women’s Empowerment through Access to Markets: Maasai Women 
Development Organisation (MWEDO), Arusha, Tanzania 2015 

University of Oxford, Women’s Empowerment through Access to Markets: Katchy Kollections, 
Nairobi, Kenya 2014 

University of Oxford, Women’s Empowerment through Access to Markets: Women’s Bean Project, 
Denver, USA 2014 

Oak Foundation ICRW Dalberg Witter The Business Case for Women’s Economic Empowerment: An 
Integrated Approach, 2014
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Coca-Cola 5by20 is The Coca-Cola Company’s global initiative that aims to enable the economic 
empowerment of 5 million women entrepreneurs across the company’s value chain by 2020. 
Specifically, that means the small businesses the company works with in over 200 countries around 
the world. From fruit farmers to artisans, this initiative aims to help women overcome the barriers they 
face to business success. 5by20 and The Coca-Cola Company are proud to be giving millions of women 
opportunities to build their businesses, support their families and build their communities, while inspiring 
more to do the same. By the end of 2016 The Coca-Cola Company is proud to have enabled 1.75 
million women entrepreneurs across 64 countries. For more information, visit www.5by20.com.  

 

At ExxonMobil, we know that when women move forward, the world moves with them. When 
women control their income, they invest in the health, education and well-being of their families 
and communities. That’s why in 2005, we launched our Women’s Economic Opportunity Initiative 
– a global effort that helps women fulfil their economic potential and drive economic and 
social change in their communities. To date, we have invested more than $110 million to help 
community-based and global partners implement programmes, improving the lives of women 
in more than 90 countries. Working closely with our partners, we focus on developing women 
entrepreneurs, deploying technologies that accelerate women’s economic empowerment and 
advancing the field through research. In addition, we are pleased to count more than 2000 women-
owned businesses among our suppliers, accounting for an annual spend of $500 million.  

 
 
 
 

Since 2008, the Goldman Sachs 10,000 Women initiative has helped foster economic growth 
by providing women entrepreneurs in 56 countries with business education and access to 
capital. Having achieved its initial goal of providing 10,000 women entrepreneurs with business 
education, 10,000 Women expanded its efforts to address one of the most significant barriers 
faced by women entrepreneurs around the world- access to capital to grow their businesses. In 
partnership with International Finance Corporation, 10,000 Women launched the first ever global 
finance facility dedicated to women in 2014 to enable up to 100,000 women entrepreneurs 
to access the capital. This public-private partnership has catalyzed new investments from both 
the public and private sectors, including the Overseas Private Investment Corporation, FMO, a 
Dutch development bank, AP2, a Swedish pension fund, and Swedfund, the Swedish development 
finance institution. To date, the Facility has committed nearly $850 million to banks in 18 emerging 
markets that will enable more than 50,000 women entrepreneurs to access capital. 

Marks & Spencer is one of the UK’s leading retailers employing nearly 85,000 people serving  
32 million customers, selling own brand food, clothing and home products in 1382 stores 
worldwide. Our product supply chains are extensive and global, numbering thousands of suppliers, 
over 1 million workers located across 70 countries. Within this context women are vitally important 
to our business; they form the majority of our consumers and the majority of workers in our 
extended supply chains – estimated to be between 60% and 90% depending on the industry. 
Empowering women in our own business has been core to our business values since the company 
was formed in 1884 and we’ve been working on programmes to support women in our supply 
chains for over a decade. In 2017 M&S relaunched its leading sustainability programme Plan A 
2025 with 2 ambitious commitments dedicated to furthering women’s empowerment.  

The Mastercard Center for Inclusive Growth focuses on promoting equitable and sustainable 
economic growth and financial inclusion around the world. As an independent subsidiary of 
Mastercard, the Center combines data, expertise and technology with philanthropic investments 
to empower a community of thinkers, leaders and innovators on the frontlines of inclusive growth. 
Igniting broad-based economic growth presents one of the most complex and urgent challenges 
of our time. We seek to uncover workable approaches by investing in innovative research and 
programmes and connecting the know-how and experience of four key stakeholder groups: 
government, academia, business, and NGOs. Follow us on Twitter @CNTR4growth and subscribe to 
receive our latest insights.

 
Through the Walmart Global Women’s Economic Empowerment Initiative, the company is working 
to improve the lives of women around the world by providing more training, market access 
and career opportunities for nearly 1 million women, many on farms and factories, ultimately 
allowing them access to the economic opportunities they deserve. Since making our five-year 
commitment in 2011 and meeting many of our goals, we remain committed to help change the 
lives of countless women around the world. We continue our efforts to source from women-owned 
businesses, and empower more women through the support of training programmes as well as 
promote diversity and inclusion within our merchandising and professional services suppliers.
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Mondeléz International’s Cocoa Life believes when you empower a woman, the whole community 
thrives. Women’s Empowerment is a cross-cutting theme of Cocoa Life given the critical role 
women play in the farming and production of cocoa. We ensure that women are included in all 
aspects of the program from farming training and access to financing as well as leadership roles 
within their communities. Cocoa Life’s interventions have increased women’s cocoa yields, improved 
their financial literacy and resilience and increased their incomes while also giving women more 
participation in community and household decision-making and creating more women extension 
volunteers and role models. Through our Cocoa Life Program, we are investing $400 million to 
ensure a sustainable future for our chocolate. We also aim to improve the livelihoods of more than 
200,000 cocoa farmers across countries like Ghana, Ivory Coast, Indonesia, India, Dominican 
Republic, Brazil, partnering with others, to benefit more than a million people by 2022. 

 
 
PwC promotes the empowerment of women and girls through a range of programmes for 
government and multinational clients, and through a commitment to bringing high quality data and 
transparency to the debate.  It provides thought leadership and insights on female employment 
trends and women’s economic empowerment across OECD countries, include its annually published 
Women in Work Index and recent report on Winning the fight for female talent. In the UK, PwC has 
published its own gender pay gap annually since 2014, making it one of the first organisations to 
do so. PwC is a founding champion of the UN’s HeforShe 10x10x10 IMPACT Programme.   

 
Qualcomm believes access to advanced wireless technologies can improve people’s lives. 
Qualcomm® Wireless Reach™ is a strategic initiative that brings wireless technology to underserved 
communities globally. For the last ten years, Wireless Reach has invested in over 100 programmes 
that foster entrepreneurship, aid in public safety, enhance the delivery of health care, enrich 
teaching and learning and improve environmental sustainability, impacting over 12 million people. 
We believe that mobile technology has incredible potential to improve the well-being and economic 
power of women; the global reach of wireless technologies can remove barriers to modernization 
and create new ways of communicating, doing business and delivering services. For more 
information, please visit www.qualcomm.com/wirelessreach. 
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The Global Business Coalition for Women’s Economic 
Empowerment was created to provide a platform for private 
sector participants in WEE to share the lessons they are 
learning about the challenges and opportunities of such 
programmes.  

To learn more about this report, contact  
Professor Scott at linda.scott@sbs.ox.ac.uk.


