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WOMEN LEADERS

Preface
A Decade of Ambitious Action

Tove Levonen
Project Manager,
Global Challenge

Ida Johansson
Impact Manager,
Reach for Change

With less than ten years to deliver on the 2030 Agenda, we find ourselves in the
decade of action. A decade where ambitious measures are needed to succeed
with the transition to sustainable societies. The coming years will be defining for
our future. Delivering on the 2030 Agenda is a necessity in order to take control of
societal development and preserve our habitat. To achieve the bold Global Goals, we
need a surge of creativity and innovative power. Today, humanity is not accessing
its full potential as women are systematically excluded from decision-making
and leadership. Focusing on Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) number 5 is
necessary, but it is not sufficient. There is an urgent need to mainstream gender in
work towards attaining all the SDGs. Women and girls are the most vulnerable group
in global crises and have been hit the hardest by the Covid-19 pandemic. But women
are also the backbone in the recovery of societies. Actively pushing for women and
girls’ economic empowerment will drive sustainable development.
The trend of improved global gender equality was on the backslide before the
Covid-19 pandemic and has now been aggravated. The fatality rate of the virus
is reportedly higher among men but reports from UN Women show that the
economic and social fallout have been harder for women. Gender issues have
moved further away from the public and into the private sphere - we see a rise in
violence against women, sexual and reproductive health rights on low priority,
increased unpaid care work, educational loss, and increased poverty. The list can
be made long. In addition, the Global State of Democracy Report 2021 shows a rise
of authoritarianism in the wake of the pandemic, which has furthered weaponised
gender and added to the critical situation for women. In the current time of crisis, it
is essential that we continue working for women’s inclusion in public and economic
life to make sure that this pushback will not define the world when the crisis is over.

Empowering Female Entrepreneurs
Building capacity for women’s economic participation is crucial in the response to
crises such as Covid-19 and the pandemic. Female entrepreneurs have potential
to scale innovations that could tackle some of today’s most pressing issues.
However, women who start their own businesses face major structural challenges
that prevent them from becoming and succeeding as entrepreneurs (chapter 1). It
is time that the international community listens to what researchers have already
pointed out - investing in women is a great catalyst for change (chapter 2). Despite
these barriers that female entrepreneurs have to overcome, many of today’s women
are successful business leaders. These women’s stories need to be highlighted as
they are great motivators for change and help normalise female entrepreneurship
(chapter 3). In trying times, it is important to also look ahead and imagine what kind
of society we wish to live in after the crisis. There is great potential in technological
progress for advancing gender equality and social impact (chapter 4). However, to
give women a fair chance of becoming entrepreneurs, stereotypical ideas about
women not being suitable leaders or business drivers need to be challenged.
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By doing so, the unfortunate investment climate where about 2.3 percent of the
venture capital globally goes to female founded businesses can be eliminated
(chapter 5). Investing in women’s economic inclusion both in terms of leadership
and social innovation can drive solutions to the great challenges we are facing today,
such as the climate crisis (chapter 6).

The Women Leaders Initiative
The project Women Leaders is initiated by the independent think tank Global
Challenge (”Global Utmaning”, in Swedish), and Reach for Change with support
from the Swedish Institute. The purpose of the project is to build a joint body of
knowledge on barriers for women’s economic participation and specifically raise
awareness of the structural obstacles that female social entrepreneurs face. The
initiative has addressed the many barriers that prevent women from pursuing
entrepreneurship. Gender pay gaps, limited access to financial capital, and gender
biases which inhibit women’s chances of becoming successful entrepreneurs are
some of the challenges that have been identified within the project. In addition,
barriers such as discrimination, stereotyping, lack of representation, role models
and networks result in challenges for female social entrepreneurs.
In the first phase of the Women Leaders project, a mapping of structural obstacles
that female entrepreneurs face today was made. The aim was to increase the level of
understanding and awareness about the issue. The mapping included a desk review,
in-depth interviews with investors and a researcher as well as a survey with female
social entrepreneurs. The data collection was based on entrepreneurs from Reach
for Change’s alumni network as well as the Swedish Institute’s She Entrepreneurs.
The mapping laid the foundation for a targeted capacity building program, with eight
identified female social entrepreneurs from countries in the West African region.
The program tailored a nine-month coaching plan for the entrepreneurs to address
relevant needs for them and their organisations. The program consisted of group
sessions focusing on networking as well as overcoming limiting beliefs, self-search
assessments and monthly one on one support sessions. The entrepreneurs who
participated in the program have highlighted that the different activities held during
the program has provided them with networking opportunities as well as a safe
space to share and exchange experiences and knowledge.
Parallel to the program, a number of advocacy activities have been fulfilled.
This includes roundtable discussions and participation on international forums,
published opinion pieces to bring visibility to the structural issues, and the
compilation of this anthology. In the following chapters, the authors highlight
themes that have been raised during the mapping and roundtables. Moving
forward, we believe it is time to put our minds on where the money is. Access to
capital is, single handedly, the most urgent need for all entrepreneurs that we have
encountered. A focus on the investors, and a closer look at the role of private and
institutional investors in the transition towards a sustainable society is our top
priority. Investors have the power to unleash the untapped potential that female
entrepreneurs possess, and it is time that they pay attention to the research and act
accordingly. They must increase investments in women and thereby embark on the
journey towards inclusive and sustainable societies.
Finally, perhaps now more than ever, it is important that we do not slow down the
processes for advancing gender equality. In times of crisis, we urge the international
community to accelerate and scale up their progressive work. We cannot allow
further setbacks.
5

ALICE MAMAGA AKOSUA
AMOAKO
”IT IS ABOUT TIME THAT WOMEN GET THE
OPPORTUNITIES TO CHANGE THE NARRATIVES
AROUND ENTREPRENEURSHIP”
BACKGROUND
Alice is the founder of the Autism Ambassadors of
Ghana. She believes in creating a future where Ghana
and Africa will have effective social systems and
adequate resources that will help improve the lives
of children living with autism and other disabilities
through technology. She is the co-developer of the
Autism Aid App, which is the first mobile application
for autism in Ghana and West-Africa. She is a member
of the Lesedi Foundation and a volunteer of Zero
Hunger Ghana. She has also done collaborative work
with UNFPA and other developmental agencies.

EXPERIENCES
Alice graduated from Ghana Telecom University with
a degree in Information Technology and was trained
in social entrepreneurship by Reach for Change. With
over 8 years in the social entrepreneurial space, Alice
has championed and obtained various achievements
and awards both international and national; with
remarkable recognitions from the European Union
and has also done some collaborative work with
UNFPA and other developmental agencies.
In recognition of her work towards autism Alice
has received the following awards: Tigo Digital
Changemaker Award (2014), Autism Society of West
Africa Award (2016), Featured Publication UK - The
Guardian (2016), Coca Cola Young Achievers Award
(2017), Ghana Education Community Award Special
Needs Category (2018), EU mYouth National Mobile
App Challenge(2018), EU mYouth Continental Mobile
Challenge (2018), Total Startupper of the Year (2019),
Outstanding Innovation for Autism Deutsche Welle
(2020).

WHAT ARE THE STRUCTURAL
BARRIERS FOR FEMALE
SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURS?

A barrier that is prominent in the tech space is that
it is dominated by men. It is as if the tech space
provides opportunities that are reserved for men. As
a woman entering the sector, it can be a struggle to
be heard. I need to push harder in order to be able to
voice my opinions. Oftentimes, as a woman, it feels
like my opinions are held secondary to the opinions of
my male colleagues.

WHAT CAN HELP WOMEN
ON THE ENTREPRENEURIAL
JOURNEY?

Be focused, despite any barriers that might be ahead
of you. Have a clear vision of what you want to do
and keep that vision ahead in focus. Be innovative,
you need to stand out in order to make it as an
entrepreneur. And finally, be assertive. You must voice
out what is important and stand by your opinion.

CHAPTER 1

Obstacles for Women in the
Entrepreneurial Ecosystem
Being an entrepreneur is by definition a struggle. It involves breaking new ground, innovating the field and
overcoming obstacles. However, some of these challenges are specific to, or exacerbated for women.
Most commonly, these challenges are related to societal and structural stereotypes, like access to funding,
and limiting access to networks. This creates an environment that discourages much needed innovation,
community engagement and employment opportunities, as it aggravates the opportunities for businesses run
by women to become successful. There are less than ten years left to deliver on the 2030 Agenda and we do not
have time to waste more potential innovation.

Access to Funding

Alice Mamaga
Akosua Amoako
Founder, the Autism
Ambassadors of Ghana

Sheila Osei Boakye
Founder and CEO,
Literacy For Life

Josephine Marie
Godwyll
Founder, Young
At Heart
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One of the most pressing challenges for female entrepreneurs is the lack of access
to capital. Female-led startups received only 2.3 percent of all global venture capital
in 2020.1 Translating these numbers into text, this means that it is harder for women
than men to obtain funding. Due to factors such as unconscious gender bias,
women are not considered to be suitable for running businesses, which impedes
the likelihood that grants and loans will be given to female-founded and/or -led
companies.2 As a female entrepreneur, more often than not, your competence and
legitimacy as a business owner is questioned. Investors may be discouraged from
betting on your company on the basis of gender, or when visiting a bank to seek a
loan, you might be faced with the question about where your male business partner
is. The presence of a man is what legitimises the business itself.
Ensuring access to capital for female entrepreneurs is imperative from many
perspectives. Perhaps the most obvious perspective is that it is a question of
human rights and gender equality. To not be deprived of opportunities based
on gender or other social attributes is a human right. However, it is not just a
question of social justice. Studies also show that women are better at involving
their community in their business, thus bringing everyone onboard. This generates
positive change on a community level as women are more conscious when
growing their businesses. By employing more people on a community level, women
contribute to creating long-term sustainable
growth and poverty-reduction.3
In terms of funding, female entrepreneurs
”AS A FEMALE
do not solely face challenges in accessing
ENTREPRENEUR,
funds but also in managing funds, as women
MORE OFTEN
are sometimes faced with constraints from
THAN NOT, YOUR
funders, whose objectives seek to steer the
COMPETENCE AND
business in certain directions. These demands
LEGITIMACY AS A
may require changes and adjustments in
BUSINESS OWNER IS
the business model, resulting in a modified
QUESTIONED”
business that does not allow for the pursuit of
the original idea. Furthermore, the fundings
directed to female founded businesses tend
to be significantly smaller than what goes to their male counterparts.4 When
a woman’s expertise is not being recognised, the full business potential is not
realized, and the positive community impacts may be lost.

OBSTACLES FOR WOMEN IN THE ENTREPRENEURIAL ECOSYSTEM

Enforced Small-Scale Focus
The reality of many female social entrepreneurs is that their businesses tend
to be focused on the small scale. This is partly a result of the lack of access to
funding. Not having sufficient financial means inhibits women from thinking big
and achieving the impact that they are capable of. Allowing women to realise their
full potential is important from an individual and a societal perspective. On the
individual level, a woman with a large company can provide herself with decent
working conditions and is likely to earn more money. This ownership brings security,
and contributing economically to the household gives her an increased say in
the household. It increases her authority and contributes to a more gender equal
domestic sphere.5
On a larger societal level, women act more sustainably when running businesses, in
many regards. Firstly, companies run by women are more likely to be long-lasting,
have higher returns on investment, and be more sustainable. Secondly, women-led
businesses are more likely to invest in their community.6 Both in terms of creating
employment opportunities in the community, but also that they tend to have a higher
community-focused agenda and be better at giving back to the community.7 Finally,
and connected to the previous point, women are good at responding to crises. By
being in touch with the issues on the ground and being well-aware of the community,
women and their social enterprises often have a flexible and adaptable approach.8
Providing women with sufficient resources to start and scale their businesses is
therefore imperative to secure a sustainable, fair and equal future for all.

Cecilia Fiaka
Founder and
Director, Nneka
Youth Foundation

Adwoa Fosua
Founder and
Leader, Women’s
Haven Africa

Inhibiting Norms and Stereotypes
The reason behind the lack of access to capital and its subsequent small-scale
focus with female social entrepreneurs can partly be attributed to cultural and social
norms.9 Being an entrepreneur is not compatible with the stereotypical image of
what a woman is, what she should be like and what she should do. There are strong
cultural norms dictating women’s role, oftentimes confining them to the domestic
sphere where caretaking is the primary task at hand. If women choose to pursue an
entrepreneurial career, it is rarely supported by the family or the community.
These expectations lead to girls’ education being less prioritised than boys’. It is
simply not considered a good investment to send a girl to school if her main task
is going to be taking care of the household. This creates a knowledge gap which
is often expressed as low financial, entrepreneurial and digital literacy among
women.10 For aspiring female entrepreneurs, this becomes a technical obstacle to
overcome.
The expectations also affect what is considered to be accomplishments for a
woman. Due to stereotypical ideas about gender, one’s perception of success
differs depending if one imagines female success or male success. Highly
esteemed achievements or experience – such as an engineering degree, a PhD
candidacy – is more often perceived as something intimidating when attained
by a woman. By extension, this also affects women’s self-confidence. Not being
encouraged to strive for entrepreneurial achievements, but rather being discouraged
from pursuing that path, impedes her opportunity for progress. The feeling of not
belonging in the male-dominated business world is inhibiting.

Janat Issifu
Founder and Leader,
Women’s Advocacy
Network

Nancy Sumari
Founder, the
Jenga Hub
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Governments’ Role in the Transition
Up until now, this chapter has painted a rather bleak picture of the situation for
female social entrepreneurs. Despite this, improvements are ongoing and there
are concrete reforms and changes that would speed up the process. In order to
elevate women’s position in society in general, and in the entrepreneurial sector
in particular, affirmative action is needed. Female social entrepreneurs have to
be supported in order to create a fair and just playing field for everyone. Here,
much of the responsibility lies with governments. They have the power to address
the financing gap between women and men in a constructive way to create more
conducive environments for female entrepreneurship.11 For example, governments
can provide special funds or concessional loans that only go out to women. This
would be a way to promote the aspiring female entrepreneurs, which is important
because men already – only on the merits of their gender – have a head start in the
business sector.
Providing incentives for women to start businesses and employ people would help
emboldening women who want to, but have not yet, access to the tools necessary
to pursue that path. Civil society plays an important role in creating opportunities
for a chain of learning and can provide these tools for empowerment. Governments
should promote and direct resources towards civil society organisations that work
with female entrepreneurs.

Equalizing Education
Increased training and education is needed to address the lacking financial, digital,
and entrepreneurial literacy among women.12 Girls and boys’ mindsets are shaped
at an early age. Therefore, the school is an important and powerful environment
for creating attitudes that embrace a society with equal opportunities for all.13
However, providing proper education in schools is not sufficient if girls do not
attend school to the same extent as boys. It is therefore crucial to change the
norms that prevent girls from going to school. This, in turn, allows for the fostering
of a culture that allows women and girls to be entrepreneurs, by supporting them
and showing them that it is accepted and possible. Providing girls and young
women with role models who they can identify with is essential in sparking
innovation, dreams and a sense of possibility – all fundamental
pieces for entrepreneurship. Women have to be able to lead
the way as women. Being role models, encouraging and
”ENCOURAGING AND
EMPOWERING EACH OTHER empowering each other is fundamental in order to change the
narratives around what a woman can do and be.
IS FUNDAMENTAL TO

CHANGE THE NARRATIVES
AROUND WHAT A WOMAN
CAN DO AND BE”

Besides creating conducive learning environments in
schools, it is also important to support women aspiring to
be entrepreneurs and women who are already embarking on
their entrepreneurial journey. Capacity development programs
are crucial in providing a supportive environment that
stimulates and inspires growth and development. Again, this is where civil society
organisations play an important part. They are important in providing learning
opportunities, but maybe even more so in establishing platforms for networking,
knowledge exchange, and experience sharing. Becoming part of a community is
empowering, inspiring, and educational.
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OBSTACLES FOR WOMEN IN THE ENTREPRENEURIAL ECOSYSTEM

Advocating for a More Gender-Equal Entrepreneurial Sphere
Addressing women in advocacy work is crucial, and women should be included in
networks and decision-making processes. However, change cannot happen without
men being onboard. Men must champion for women’s inclusion too. Attitudes and
cultural norms need to be changed so that men do not treat their female colleagues
in a condescending, patronizing or in other ways disrespectful manner because of
their gender. This is not the responsibility of women – the involvement of men is of
utmost importance.
There is a lot that can be done by civil society and the individual, but ultimately
it is governments and investors who actually can change the outcome of this
matter. Governments have the opportunity to draft policies that are conducive to
female entrepreneurs, taking into account the lived reality of women including
the antiquated, obstructing stereotypes. They have the opportunity to provide
incentives to women in the entrepreneurial sector to ensure an encouraging
climate for female entrepreneurs. Finally, they have the opportunity to support
the organisations that support female entrepreneurs. Governments cannot do
everything themselves, but they are responsible for creating a society where every
citizen has the same rights and opportunities irrespective of their gender. Investors
have the responsibility to look to the facts – female-founded companies tend to
perform better than those founded by men – and act accordingly.14 They possess
the power to change investment norms and structures that today are inhibiting for
women.

Conclusion
As illustrated in this chapter, female entrepreneurs face several structural
obstacles based on their gender. Women – particularly minority women and
women of colour – have limiting access to funding. Beside the issue of funding, the
system itself is limiting for female entrepreneurs. A general distrust in women’s
ability as entrepreneurs is another major challenge that female entrepreneurs
face. Traditional ideas about women’s role affect their opportunities to become
trustworthy entrepreneurs. These ideas have spillover effects on the investment
market where investors tend to have a different approach towards female and male
entrepreneurs.
Political efforts are required to close this gender gap. Normative work for women’s
inclusion needs to be done by, for example, promoting success stories to highlight
good examples. However, it is mainly governments that have the power
”SOCIETIES NEED TOOLS
and possibility to address this issue and work proactively to improve
AND STRATEGIES TO
the investment climate. Governments need to implement quotas to
SUPPORT GIRLS AND
promote equality as well as promote female ownership to close the
capital gender gap including investments, savings and pensions. The WOMEN THROUGHOUT
educational sphere is key for long-term social change, and education THEIR LIVES”
for both boys and girls needs to be a top priority on the political
agenda. As gender inclusive education is needed for children, it is also needed for
professionals such as investors, public officials and researchers. Female social
entrepreneurs constitute a great untapped resource for innovative and communityfocused solutions to the sustainability challenges faced today. At the same time,
as a result of the limiting structures that are in place, we live in a world where
women face major challenges. Societies need to promote economic inclusion and
challenge stereotypical gender norms about who is a suitable leader and who is not.
This is the only way forward towards an inclusive and sustainable future.
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CECILIA FIAKA
”CHANGE COMES FROM THE GRASSROOT,
BUT NEEDS TO BE SUPPORTED BY THE
GOVERNING INSTITUTIONS”
BACKGROUND

Cecilia is a passionate and motivated woman with
the sole aim of empowering the youth, especially
girls and young women in rural less privileged
areas. This led her to establish the Nneka Youth
Foundation where she offers youth development
summer camps, interactive workshops, social
orientation seminars, educational and vocational
training as well as career development clinics to
youth, teenage mothers and the underprivileged in
order to protect them from social vices. She runs a
scholarship and reintegration program for youths
who have fallen into drug abuse and teenage
pregnancy to help them get back into school, equip
them with relevant vocational skills and settle back
into society.

EXPERIENCES
She holds an MBA in Project Management and BSc
in Administration and Human Resource Management
both from University of Ghana Business School,
Legon. She worked as a banker in various banks
and in various capacities in Ghana for most parts of
her life before deciding to enter full-time into social
entrepreneurship. She works full time running her
organization and offering a lease of life to youth and
children in deprived communities.
In 2015, she was among ten people selected globally
to receive the Child 10 award - an award given in
recognition of her work towards child trafficking and
commercial exploitation of children and improving the
lives of children in Ghana. She is also a Changemaker
award recipient (2012) and published her first book
‘Tideless Sea’ in 2012 as part of her fundraising
efforts towards the work of her foundation.

WHY IS GENDER EQUAL
DISTRIBUTION OF
INVESTMENT IMPORTANT?
It is important to give women equal chances and
opportunities. It legitimizes female entrepreneurs and
gives recognition to the ideas, business models and
human worth that women have. It is important that
women are enabled to address the issues they wish
to through their enterprises as there are some issues
that women understand better than men. Therefore,
female entrepreneurs need to be given the same
financial opportunities as male.

HOW CAN THE ECONOMIC
INCLUSION OF WOMEN BE
ENSURED?
There is a need for extensive and equal education for
both girls and boys to change mindsets from an early
age. Advocacy work is a cornerstone in promoting
role models and endorse female entrepreneurs.
Women have to lead the way as women work together
and create networking spaces for themselves. The
government has a part to play in creating an enabling
environment, but real change also has to come from
the grass root working towards the top.

CHAPTER 2

Social Entrepreneurship as a
Catalyst for Change
The Covid-19 pandemic has severely impacted the lived reality for people globally. The negative effects have hit
women harder than men, exacerbating existing obstacles for women in all aspects of life, including entrepreneurship.
However, during a crisis such as the pandemic, a window of opportunity for change is opened. Being flexible,
adaptable and responsive to the context, social entrepreneurs have a unique position to use this window of
opportunity. Utilizing the full power of social entrepreneurship is essential to achieve the paramount global goals of
the 2030 Agenda.

Social Entrepreneurship in a Post-Pandemic World

Sofia Breitholtz
CEO, Reach for
Change

If it is one thing that the recent pandemic has taught us, it is that applying old
solutions to new problems is not going to create the new systems, processes,
and approaches we so critically need to tackle the complex and intertwined
challenges we face today. The pandemic has also shown us examples of models
that can be scaled in order to create significant positive social impact for people
and the planet. Social entrepreneurship has the unique opportunity to combine
local knowledge and engagement with innovative and creative solutions for a
sustainable future. More specifically, women constitute an important, untapped
resource for development, innovation, and progress. The outcomes of an enhanced
focus on female social entrepreneurship has the potential to contribute to several
of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that the world has agreed to achieve
by 2030. The movement needs to be accelerated, especially in the aftermath of
the Covid-19 pandemic, in order to reshape the world to be more sustainable and
inclusive for every inhabitant.

Insufficient and Unequal Resource Allocation

Amma Gyampo
CEO, ScaleUp
Africa

Another aspect that the pandemic has uncovered is that inequalities and racial
injustice are increasing. In fact, it is clearer than ever that those disproportionately
burdened by this crisis are women and girls. Women’s businesses have been
disproportionately hit harder, and burdens of mental distress, childcare and job loss
have impacted women more dramatically than men.1 There is clear evidence of less
support programmes, less capital and less opportunities being invested in female
social entrepreneurship. This needs to change, if we are to be able to make use of
the resources that female social entrepreneurs constitute.2 Furthermore, a lack of
role models in the sector is both demoralising and challenging.
The Women Leaders programme run by Reach for Change and Global Challenge,
has uncovered a number of key challenges faced by female social entrepreneurs.
Although discrimination was identified as an impediment, one of the main
constraints was considered to be the lack of access to capital. 72 percent of the
social entrepreneurs polled by Reach for Change and Global Challenge identified
that they considered that the lack of access to start-up capital was a major
constraint. This is not an uncommon phenomena, in conventional entrepreneurship
and the start-up world. In the Nordics, only 0.7 percent of capital went to all femalefounders in 2020. Only 7.3 percent of capital went to mixed teams.3
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If we were to look at women of colour, the amount of statistics are non-existing or
are very scarce. In fact, the female founders that the Women Leaders programme
has worked with, often suffer multiple discriminations and
challenges due to intersectionality. Gaining visibility and
attracting capital is a challenge due to many identities ”THERE IS CLEAR EVIDENCE OF
from them being social entrepreneurs, instead of traditional
LESS SUPPORT PROGRAMMES,
entrepreneurs, being female instead of male founders,
LESS CAPITAL AND LESS
originating from the Global South, instead of other areas, with OPPORTUNITIES BEING
less access to capital, network and amplification of voice.
INVESTED IN FEMALE SOCIAL

ENTREPRENEURSHIP”

Turning to the African region, some progress on closing the
gender gap has been made. However, a lot more needs to
be done to improve the social and economic plight of women in the region. Due to
poverty, social norms and lack of access to information and education, many women
in West Africa across the age and class divide, remain at the mercy of patriarchs
in their communities. Social enterprises have traditionally been dominated by and
supportive of women with a strong tradition of female traders and merchants in
border towns and major cities over the years. As an ecosystem, supporting women
entrepreneurs, promoting gender parity and economic growth should remain a top
priority.
According to The African Development Bank, the gender funding gap stands at
USD 42 billion.4 West Africa’s tech start-up scene is dynamic with recent ‘unicorns’
emerging from the region, such as Flutterwave and Paystack. We have seen how in
Nigeria, iconic founders of such start-ups are the source of pride and an example
of how West Africa should be approaching ecosystem growth. Nigeria’s successful
entrepreneurs have played an active role in supporting and growing the number of
competent, Afrocentric, growth driven talent who go on to start and grow their own
businesses; and so the multiplier effect continues.
Despite the encouraging signs and case studies in the region, the
underrepresentation of women in Africa remains a challenge. Various efforts are
being made by female-led funds, angel networks and policy guides to highlight the
issue, provide more capital to women and advocate for gender mainstreaming in
the entrepreneurship ecosystem. Aruwa Capital and Alithiea Capital are two of the
leading funds that are looking at tackling this inequity with capital to boost growth
in women-led businesses. Lady Angel Network in Ghana and Rising Tide in Nigeria
are working to build the capacity of professional local women as angel investors and
young women as social entrepreneurs.
The target of gender-focused entrepreneurship support organisations and networks
like Social Enterprise Ghana, ScaleUp Africa and Africa Skills Hub is to promote the
concept of affordable, accessible services that meet a deep societal need for the
mass market. Beyond grants and development aid, West African entrepreneurs,
particularly those run by women, need to embrace market-creating innovations as
the basis of their enterprises, if we are to create the jobs and sustainable impact
on the environment and society.5 The pandemic has pushed more women into
poverty, especially those that are dependent upon traditional retail and “daily bread”
businesses that are not online and visible to the middle class consumer base which
embraced the digital transition during the height of the pandemic.6
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Adding Women to the Equation
In today’s climate, where information moves at warp speed and where issues are
multifaceted and interconnected, we can take important lessons from how social
entrepreneurship moves to scale effective solutions. As first movers, they are often
able to adapt and pivot their business model to quickly adapt to new contexts and
changing scenarios. Social entrepreneurship is often based on local needs and
the need for community based solutions. This leads to solutions that are anchored
in community needs, and by nature they are intrinsically more sustainable. Social
entrepreneurs are often able to build critical trust with the communities they serve,
which also allows new solutions to be adopted in a more comprehensive way, this
is especially important when we see increasing needs for public information and
health and other campaigns to change deeply rooted behaviours.
The recent pandemic has also stressed the need for reliable local user data and
impact measurement. As an organization that supports local social entrepreneurs
to scale their innovations, the collection of reliable data to inform service model
delivery and calibrate interventions is a key component that Reach for Change has
seen drive success across our social entrepreneurs. Evidence of successes of
other support programmes for social entrepreneurs after the pandemic have shown
similar results. Social entrepreneurs are also equipped to tackle market failures and
social challenges that wider governments and larger service providers are not able
to tackle. When we are building back better, we need to focus on
including groups that have otherwise been marginalized, but that
are sitting on unique insights and contributions to more innovative
”SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURS
solutions.
ARE ABLE TO BUILD CRITICAL

TRUST WITH THE COMMUNITIES
THEY SERVE, WHICH
ALLOWS NEW SOLUTIONS
TO BE ADOPTED IN A MORE
COMPREHENSIVE WAY”

Female social entrepreneurs are uniquely placed, and are often
considered to be able to create deep and substantive social
change. Ashoka’s 2018 Global Impact Study found that its female
fellows work within the systems and are more likely to spread their
idea locally, inspiring replication by other groups or institutions
within their country of residency.7 The kind of change that is longterm, and that can change norms, behaviours and attitudes. This
kind of change is harder to measure and often more difficult to
quantify, and is often not reflected in the amount of capital raised, or scale achieved.
But this impact is critical in terms of shifting imbalances, such as gender equality.
As such, the unique work of female social entrepreneurs is often overlooked.

Investing in Female Social Entrepreneurs
Investing in female social entrepreneurs can support gender empowerment
in several ways. Firstly, through investing and empowering female social
entrepreneurs, we are investing in creating a more innovative and inclusive social
sector that has the potential to create more sustainable and innovative solutions to
tackle today’s challenges. Secondly, these female social entrepreneurs also have
unique insights and more services that can actually tackle root causes of gender
imbalances. One of the female social entrepreneurs featured in this anthology,
Josephine Marie Godwyll, founder of Young at Heart Ghana, is working on primary
impact of teaching more rural children and youth how to code and build digital
literacy, but she is also tackling the root issue of discrimination and antiquated
norms, through lifting role models and building a new narrative around powerful
young black women.
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Despite the fact that evidence points to the clear benefits of investing in female
social entrepreneurship, very little funding is flowing in that direction. The
underestimation of female social entrepreneurship is alarming if we are to create
future resilient and sustainable societies.

Conclusion
As illustrated in this chapter, social entrepreneurs are a critical component of
building back a better post-pandemic world. We have also identified the case for
increasing the number and relevance of female social entrepreneurs as agents of
change, and as critical catalysts for a more gender equal and inclusive build back.
However, women face systematic, structural and normative hurdles that hamper
female social entrepreneurs. How can we revitalise this serious agent of change?
The Women Leaders programme has identified a number of clear lessons learned.
Firstly, there is a need for data-driven and informed support programmes, built
on users’ needs. The Women Leaders programme was built on survey and data
collection from a group of female social entrepreneurs who had received support
from the Swedish Institute and Reach for Change respectively. Lack of access
to capital came out as a clear discriminatory practice, defining the landscape
for women entrepreneurs. It can best be described as a symptom of the other
discriminatory barriers women face during their entrepreneurial journey, such as
the fact that female founders and male founders received predominantly different
questions during pitches.8 Roundtables and discussion forums served as an arena
to share experences and strategies on how to handle such discriminatory practices.
Secondly, there is a need for role models - and to approach the issues from
an intersectional method implementation. One of the early insights from this
programme was the need to not only highlight role models, but also for any capacity
building approach to be rooted in local context, awareness and situation. Therefore,
a key component was to employ local mentors and role models who had faced
similar challenges and contexts in any capacity building programme.
Finally, there is a need to amplify the voices of strong local female founders. We
need to make sure policy making is based on experience, lived and perceived, in
order to tackle the root problems. Our ongoing goal is to amplify the voices of the
strong female founders chronicled in this anthology. We must highlight the stories
of female entrepreneurs, not only to inspire but to build bridges between them and
financing, policy and scale.
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ADWOA FOSUA
”WOMEN MUST BE EMPOWERED AND
RESOURCED TO DRIVE INCLUSIVE
ECONOMIC GROWTH”
BACKGROUND
Adwoa is a dynamic social entrepreneur
committed to creating opportunities and
impacting the lives of women and girls in Ghana.
She is the founder and CEO of Women’s Haven
Africa, a female tech and innovation hub in Ghana
founded to increase the participation of women
and girls in entrepreneurship, leadership and
technology. She provides support services, tools
and resources to help women in developing a
productive environment for their organizational
and personal development. Through her work, she
has successfully trained and built the capacity
of about 1000 women through various programs
and projects implemented in partnership with eg.
Mest Africa, Ghana Tech Lab, SNV Ghana, British
Council, Net Impact.

EXPERIENCES
She has a degree in development management from
the University for Development Studies in Ghana,
holds an MBA in Project Management from the Accra
Business School and a Master’s degree in Strategic
management and leadership from the Kwame
Nkrumah University of Science and Technology in
Kumasi. She was the Executive Director of Global
Alliance for Development Foundation, a Ghanaian and
South African based non-profit youth development
organization prior to establishing her organization.
She’s a member of the Ghana Chamber of coaches
and consultants in Ghana and the director for gender
Inclusion of the Ghana Hubs Network. She is a
certified trainer for the Sparkassen Stiftung, training
and coaching returnee migrants over the past two
years as well as a consultant on the WIDU project by
GIZ, coaching and supporting SMEs.

Adwoa received recognition as one of the 20 most
outstanding Young Entrepreneurs in Ghana in
2020. She was the 2nd runner up for the Women
Entrepreneurship and Investment category of the
Digital Equality Awards and received an award as the
Ghana Ladies in Tech Champion of the year in October
2021. She also received two awards for her Hub
(Women’s Haven Africa) at the Ghana Start-up Awards
as the Best Hub and Best Start-up Organization of the
year.

WHAT ARE THE STRUCTURAL
BARRIERS FOR FEMALE SOCIAL
ENTREPRENEURS?

Female social entrepreneurs are faced with numerous
structural barriers in their attempt to scale up.
Among these barriers are limited access to financial
resources, lack of family and institutional support,
negative prevailing socio-cultural attitudes, gender
bias and personal difficulties. Larger gender gaps
create significant stress in women entrepreneurs’
personal lives and make it difficult for them to deal
with the challenge of conflicting work-life obligations.
Women must therefore be empowered and resourced
to drive inclusive economic growth.

WHY IS EQUAL DISTRIBUTION OF
INVESTMENTS IMPORTANT?
Unlocking the full potential of women has multiplier
effects on their families, communities and economies
as a whole. Hence, investing with a gender lens,
which includes investing directly in women as well as
investing to reshape systems and structures to help
women succeed, is part of a broader shift towards
financial inclusion.

CHAPTER 3

Female Social Entrepreneurship
in Ghana and the Sustainable
Development Goals
Globally, social entrepreneurs are increasingly providing solutions to complex social problems in economies. The innovative
enterprises they create are rapidly becoming highly sought after economic enterprises by many developing economies due
to their numerous social and economic benefits. Women’s participation in this sector has also attracted attention in recent
times as it can potentially challenge gender norms, offer new role models and increase women’s participation in economic
life. To reach the full capacity of social entrepreneurship, women must get access to all sectors - even those that today
are dominated by men. Norms and traditions that inhibit women’s participation in some sectors today are deeply rooted in
societies, and are a great barrier for women’s opportunities to operate as social entrepreneurs.*

The High Costs of Gender Inequality

Smile Dzisi
Associate Professor
in Entrepreneurship
and Innovation,
Koforidua Technical
University

*This chapter is based on a
qualitative study on female
social entrepreneurs in the
construction industry in
Ghana. It was conducted by the
author during the fall 2021. Ten
female social entrepreneurs
were purposefully selected
or sampled from the list of
females in the construction
industry in Ghana.
Full study can be found at:
globalutmaning.se
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Globally, only one in three growth-oriented businesses are owned by women. This
rate varies between and within regions, from a low of 18 percent in South Asia to
a high of 50 percent in Latin America and the Caribbean. Women engaged in any
kind of entrepreneurial activity amounts to 43 percent world-wide and in Ghana this
number is 46 percent.1 The rather low proportion of women in entrepreneurship
reproduces a vicious cycle of gender inequality. This is because the scenario
tends to give men a significant household income advantage, which further
widens the gap in decision-making power, including the decision to participate in
entrepreneurship.2 This, in turn, tends to further marginalize women and increase
their vulnerabilities and disadvantages. Unless this patriarchal system is curbed,
the achievement of the seventh target of the fifth Sustainable Development Goal
(SDG 5A) will be out of reach. SDG 5A enjoins nations to “undertake reforms to
give women equal rights to economic resources, as well as access to ownership
and control over land and other forms of property, financial services, inheritance
and natural resources, in accordance with national laws”.3 More women than
ever are in the labor market today as compared with their male counterparts. It
further recognizes that huge inequalities still exist in some regions and industries,
including the construction industry. The global picture of gender inequality in
entrepreneurship is a fundamental cause of inequality in many other aspects of life.
The McKinsey Global Institute indicated that the potential gain for Sub-Saharan
Africa in addressing the gender gap by 2025 is an estimated additional 12-27
percent of GDP.4 In sum, gender inequality will remain a great challenge for Africa,
and the continent would benefit by focusing on the economic opportunities
arising from improving parity between women and men. The question therefore
is what Africa should do to rectify its development path and to make economic
development more inclusive. The African Development Report concluded that a new
development trajectory should enable Africa to provide decent jobs, in particular,
for the majority of the youth and women.5 Here, social entrepreneurship can be an
efficient tool to include women, and at the same time tackle other challenges that
the continent faces.
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Statistics on social entrepreneurship are limited in Ghana, particularly when it
comes to numbers of the gendered division in this sphere of entrepreneurship.
However, the statistics that exist on this subject indicate that social
entrepreneurship is playing an increasing role in tackling some of the injustices
related to gender inequality. In a recent study by the British Council, 39 percent
of the Ghanian social entrepreneurs were identified to be women. In this case,
social entrepreneurship has been defined as entrepreneurial activities that tackle
social and environmental problems; create jobs and generate income like other
businesses, but instead of channeling their profits to owners, they reinvest them to
support their social mission, thereby improving people’s lives in our communities
and societies.6 Many of these women social entrepreneurs have been found to
operate in the education sector in Ghana (36 percent) whilst only 1
percent operate in the construction industry of Ghana’s economy.

The Case of Ghana: Women Succeeding in a Maledominated Sector
Studies have identified barriers inhibiting women’s entry into the
construction industry in developing economies.7 This chapter
will highlight cases of successful female entrepreneurs in the
construction industry in Ghana. As identified in the beginning of this
chapter, more research on female entrepreneurs is needed in the
Ghanian context.

”STUDIES HAVE IDENTIFIED
BARRIERS INHIBITING
WOMEN’S ENTRY INTO
THE CONSTRUCTION
INDUSTRY IN DEVELOPING
ECONOMIES”

Challenges for Female Entrepreneurs in the Construction Industry
Social entrepreneurs in the construction industry seek to satisfy an unmet social
need within that sector that the state welfare system does not address. For
women social entrepreneurs in the construction industry, the main challenge that
they encounter is connected to socio-cultural barriers. Customarily, women are
forbidden from some parcels of land in all the regions in Ghana. This derives from
a perspective that women are considered impure and forbidden from stepping on
those lands, which implies that women are automatically disqualified from bidding
for contracts on those lands.

”I lost a job to construct a Senior High School block because the traditional belief
of the town in which the project was to be situated forbade a female to work on the
land” -Female Social Entrepreneur in the Construction Industry
”All my bidding documentation were completed and presented as requested in
the invitation to bidding advert. My bid price was better than my competitors
because I have done a similar job about five months ago so I was very current with
the quantities and price quotations. But I lost the contract because the custom of
the area prevented females from doing men’s job, as they put it” - Female Social
Entrepreneur in the Construction Industry

Another major challenge for female entrepreneurs is the societal stereotypes
on the type of industries women can create business ventures in. Women in the
construction industry reveal that the Ghanaian society rarely endorses women that
want to venture into the construction industry simply because it is perceived as an
industry traditionally for men. Instead, women get to hear disapproving comments
that deter them from venturing into the construction sector.
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”A woman does not work or cannot work in the construction industry...go find some
tomatoes to sell...A woman can never succeed in such a male-dominated industry...”
- Female Social Entrepreneurs in the Construction Industry about disapproving
comments they have faced.

The social perceptions of construction work not being suitable for women also
affects how the society looks at those women who are entrepreneurs in this sector.
In cases where women muster the courage to create successful business ventures,
society perceives them as masculine and gives them nicknames.

”They have called me names, even my family members call me “obaa gyata”
(translated to mean lion woman). I recalled a member of my church asked me if
I do get marriage proposals from men because she thinks the kind of industry
I find myself will scare men away from me” - Female Social Entrepreneur in the
Construction Industry

Cases of women falling prey to sexual harassment in the process of tendering
for contracts and mobilization of resources for their construction work is another
severe issue for the female entrepreneurs. There have been attempts to take
advantage of these women before approving projects they have tended to and were
duly qualified for.

”I lost a contract because a big man wants to sleep with me before awarding me the
contract. I could not get the funding I needed to execute my work because I refused
to sleep with the guy”. - Female Social Entrepreneur in the Construction Industry
Access to finance is a common challenge among female social entrepreneurs.
The issues of finances range from timely availability of funds for projects, delays
in payment of work done to the rising cost of interest rate. This results in cases of
women having to abandon some projects due to lack of funds. However, there is not
solely an issue of limiting access to finance but also the lack of support services
or business advisory centers. The situation is worse for those who do not have
any mentors at their entry stage level. Some women have also found their ways
into construction but their male bosses only assign them clerical duties, and no
technical assignments are given to them.

Female Social Entrepreneurs’ Contribution to Development
It is noteworthy that, in spite of all these challenges, the female social entrepreneurs
have made a lot of gains. These female social entrepreneurs have provided
innovative solutions to their complex and immediate societal problems, from
community development to social exclusion and poverty reduction. Significantly, it
can be concluded that these women are contributing immensely to the realization of
the sustainable development goals.
In this chapter, the successes of the women social entrepreneurs in the construction
industry is based on the extent to which they have contributed to addressing social
problems and the realization of the SDGs. In the case of the female entrepreneurs
in the construction industry, it is evident that the achievement of these women
contributed towards attaining the SDGs. Hence, social entrepreneurship should
be considered to be a contributor to sustainable development. The female social
entrepreneurs mostly contributed to the reduction of unemployment in Ghana by
creation of jobs. This ultimately leads to the growth in national income.
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Each female social entrepreneurs’ firm employs about five to eight permanent
workers and 40 to 65 casual workers. Thus, they contribute greatly to the
national purse through the regular payment of taxes by their companies and by
their workers.
The social impact that has been recognized when female
”FEMALE SOCIAL
social entrepreneurs engage in this industry are various
ENTREPRENEURS HAVE
socially driven projects that contribute to the transformation PROVIDED INNOVATIVE
in their community. For example, women have provided
SOLUTIONS TO COMPLEX
boreholes for free to various communities in Ghana to
AND IMMEDIATE SOCIETAL
solve water problems, instituted scholarships for brilliant
PROBLEMS”
but disadvantaged girls in the community, supported
the education of family members and impoverished people in the society,
cutting across from the basic to the university level, supporting others for
apprenticeship training, and supporting females in various male-dominated
apprenticeship trainings.

”I currently have twelve women who are into apprenticeship training, four are
training in auto mechanic spraying, six are learning auto mechanic and auto
electronic while two are training in welding. I feel very excited anytime I send
my car to the shop and I see these women come around to fix it. - Female
Social Entrepreneur in the Construction Industry

Above the social impact women have on the community, it has also been
shown that female entrepreneurs support other women in the construction
industry through mentorship and training. This leads to the possibility for more
women to create various businesses in the construction industry, thus bridging
the gender gap.

Mentorship - a Necessity for Encouraging Female
Entrepreneurship in Ghana
It is clear that mentors are very helpful to women entrepreneurs during all the
phases of the business creation. Significantly, male mentors play a crucial
role in motivating some women to venture into the construction business. In
the Ghanian case, men have been instrumental in the acquisition of funds for
women’s business and the identification of some of the projects these women
embark on to solve societal problems in their communities.
Training and sensitization are also identified to be indispensable requirements
if women’s participation in social entrepreneurship development is to make
an impact and be sustainable. There is a need for a sustained effort in training
and sensitizing females from basic and junior high schools before they make
decisions about what to study at the senior high school level. This would
influence their interest and possibly get many women into the male-dominated
profession. If many women entered the profession and offered their services
to employers or ventured into entrepreneurship, this could make it difficult
for society to refuse them opportunities when the need arises. Training and
sensitization is therefore expected to cut across all facets of society from
schools to homes to organizations in order to reduce the negative sociocultural perception about women in the industry.
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Creating a Sustainable Ecosystem for Entrepreneurs
As demonstrated above, structures to encourage women social
entrepreneurs are not in place in Ghana. However, these structures
do not appear to be in place for males either, making it more difficult
to describe it as a gender inequality problem. These structures
should cover necessities like support, advice, financing, markets and
information. The provision of these structures can create the needed
ecosystem where female social entrepreneurs’ contribution to the
nation’s development and attainment of the SDGs can be more easily
facilitated and encouraged. This requires a conscious effort on the
part of the government to ensure the availability, effectiveness and
sustainability of these structures. The private sector could be invited
to assist the government in providing and institutionalizing these
structures as it requires extensive funding and the government may
not be ready to fund this presently. The international donor community
can also get involved, not least for the attainment of the SDGs. These
structures coupled with efforts by society to eradicate the negative
cultural influences will go a long way to get women to participate more
in the construction industry, playing roles that can positively impact
Ghana’s housing deficit and encouraging more female youths to get
involved in the activities of the industry.
Institutions involved in training in construction work have also
been identified to play a critical role in realizing the involvement of
more women in the construction industry. Considering the role the
institutions play in shaping the minds and skills of the trainees, more
efforts could be put into enlightening male teachers and students
about the importance of consciously making efforts to give females
who are interested in the industry a chance to make their mark. Many
of the challenges faced by women in the study have this starting point
and so creating this consciousness and the need on the part of the
institutions and its machinery can go a long way to positively address
the inequality and the role women are capable of playing within the
industry.

Conclusion
Change and action is needed on several levels. Society, institutions
and governments should play key roles in encouraging women to
venture into male dominated sectors. Professional bodies should
organize periodic workshops and seminars to address issues
in male dominated industries to encourage females. This will
provide opportunities for mentoring, networking and professional
development that would lead to the entry and retention of women in
this male dominated industry.
Society must challenge traditional beliefs which create both structural
and societal barriers for female entrepreneurs. Traditional convictions
on, for example, access to land that are detrimental to women, should
be abolished and replaced with democratic and human rights-based
policies. Structures that support, advise, finance, identify markets,
and provide information should also be considered and put in place.
Providing these structures is capital intensive and time consuming
therefore difficult for private individuals to provide.
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It therefore is the duty of the government to put in place structures that make
the transition easier and more enjoyable for women. These structures will also
benefit women in other male-dominated sectors and encourage more women
to become entrepreneurs.
Incentives could also be considered to get more women to enter the
construction industry. These incentives could be introduced from the basic
levels of education up to the tertiary institutions and even into the industry. This
could include scholarships, paid internships, payment of school and training
fees, living support, free learning resources, mentorships, and tax rebate.
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JOSEPHINE MARIE
GODWYLL
”I LOOK FORWARD TO A TIME WHEN FEMALE
TECH ENTREPRENEURS ARE NORMALIZED
AS THE RULE AND NOT THE EXCEPTION”
BACKGROUND

Josephine is the founder of Young at Heart. Her
organization’s flagship e-learning resource, Ananse
The Teacher App, adapts folklore stories and
games to provide reading resources and engaging
practical STEM (science, technology, engineering,
and mathematics) and Arts activities. The app has
international reach and has over 5000 users. It has
been utilized extensively by users in lockdown, for
homeschooling experiences as schools remained
closed during the Covid-19 pandemic. Under her
leadership, Young At Heart Ghana has successfully
brokered a partnership with the Ghana Education
Service to establish a mobile tech lab called the
Lab and Library on Wheels project; a solar hybrid
charging cart with custom made gadgets and elearning resources.

EXPERIENCES
Josephine is a trained geo-spatial engineer with a
specialization in Geographical Information Systems
and Remote Sensing. She has worked on various
projects including an information system for water
rights administration by mapping indigenous
knowledge via PGIS, and an emergency response
information system for university hostels. Currently,
she is a PhD student in the school of Community
Resources and Development, Arizona State
University. Her current interests lay in exploring
spatial analytics to inform resource management.
Josephine is a Mandela Washington fellow, a fellow of
the BRIDGIT network; a global network of female tech
entrepreneurs, winner of the Digital Changemakers
award and a recipient of the “Engineering Excellence
Award’’, awarded by the Ghana Institute of Engineers.

She was highlighted by “The Future Africa Awards” as
one of the top 3 young people in Africa championing
revolutionary education and was a candidate for the
2020 Africa Prize for Engineering Innovation Award.

WHAT ARE THE STRUCTURAL
BARRIERS FOR FEMALE
SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURS?

In many contexts gendered expectations stifle
entrepreneurial success. Normalized expectations
that tend to cast the role of females as having to
take the back seat and dull their shine for a variety of
ridiculous reasons, ranging from being approachable
to not scaring off potential suitors, has negative
effects on the work that female entrepreneurs do, and
this is easy to overlook.

WHAT CAN HELP WOMEN
ON THE ENTREPRENEURIAL
JOURNEY?

You need a sharpened sense of awareness. It’s
important to be self-aware. Look within and dig deep,
play to your strengths and strategize to mitigate your
needs. You also need to have an awareness of your
ecosystem in order to explore the support available
and hack the barriers that stand in your way. You are
made for this!

CHAPTER 4

Female Entrepreneurs in the
Nordic Tech Industry: An
Opportunity for Social Impact
Economic inequality is a global phenomenon. Even in Sweden and the Nordics, which on many accounts is the
most gender equal region in the world, women’s economic participation is not equal to men. Ownership levels and
resources are not distributed equally, and women’s lower levels of savings, pensions, and salaries have an adverse
effect on their independence. Moreover, women who want to start a business face much bigger obstacles compared
to men.

Limiting Factors for Female Entrepreneurs in the Nordic Region

Catharina Nystedt
Ringborg
Private Investor
and Entrepreneur
and Senior Advisor,
Global Challenge

Heaven Bereket
Founding Trustee,
Pangea Trust

The main obstacle for female entrepreneurs in the Nordic countries reflects the
main obstacle for female entrepreneurs globally – the issue of access to funding.
The obstacle of limited funding can be seen as a result of the entrepreneurial scene
being dominated by men. In the Nordic context, the statistics are discouraging.
Numbers describing the distribution of venture capital (VC) for female founded
businesses and access to investment capital for female entrepreneurs show
a skewed distribution leaving women disadvantaged. The reasons for this are
increasingly well known. The limiting factors are the same in all the five Nordic
countries: the issue of the gender pay gap, women earn less, women own less, and
women work part time to a larger extent and more often in the public sector which
impacts the pay grade. Additionally, unpaid labour such as housework or caring for
children, has huge consequences for women’s financial security and capacity to
save money and procure start-up capital.
Needless to say, funding is crucial to scale up a business: it helps shape the
business, to become operational and to hire labour. In Sweden, only about 1 percent
of VC funding is allocated to women. A study from Unconventional Ventures
showed that the figures for the whole Nordic region are no better: teams with only
female founders raised 1 percent of the total capital in the Nordic region in 2019.1
Teams with at least one woman in the founders team got 11.8 percent of the startup funding. Despite the fact that the number of female VC partners in Europe has
increased, and that there are over 200 female partners in Europe2, the miniscule
amount of capital that goes to female founded businesses has not increased for
years.3 However, it is worth noting that harnessing the fruits of an investment takes
time, and we should expect a major shift for female founders in the coming years.
Women are also disadvantaged by certain stereotypes when they seek capital for
starting a company: discrimination plays a huge role, but so does education. There
are few women who are introduced to the financial sector at an early age which has
an impact both on knowledge and access to networks. To tackle these challenges,
societies need to introduce girls to entrepreneurship at a young age so that girls feel
that starting and leading a business is not only meant for men. Moreover, in a world
where the tech industry is becoming increasingly important, we also need to focus
on making technical education more attractive to girls. Statistics from Sweden
show that only 18.3 percent of the students enrolled in the technical program in
secondary school are girls.4
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As both tech and entrepreneurship are presented as typical masculine activities,
naturally, men get a head start in both areas, which is reflected in the fundraising.
Being introduced to the entrepreneurial sphere at an early age gives you the right
tools to succeed as an entrepreneur such as learning how to pitch a business
idea to receive funding. Female entrepreneurs are generally more cautious when
it comes to raising external capital, which has a negative impact on their ability
to communicate with providers of venture capital. If you do not learn how to
talk to investors early during the entrepreneurial journey, meeting with investors
for big money later on will be more difficult. The result of the male dominated
entrepreneurial sphere is an unconscious gender bias which hurts female
entrepreneurs in several ways, from a lack of encouragement from their network to a
lack of funding from investors.
Finally, one unforeseen consequence of the Covid-19 pandemic was
that the figures for venture funding to female-founded enterprises fell
significantly on a global scale. More than 800 female-founded start-ups
received no more than USD 4.9 billion in 2020, a 27 percent decrease
compared to 2019.5 These numbers are devastating, not least from a
perspective of sustainable development.

Sweden - the Small Country With the Big Entrepreneurial
Scene

”BEING INTRODUCED TO
THE ENTREPRENEURIAL
SPHERE AT AN EARLY AGE
GIVES YOU THE RIGHT
TOOLS TO SUCCEED AS AN
ENTREPRENEUR”

In this chapter, the negative side of the Nordic context has been
illustrated. Luckily there is a brighter side to the story. The Nordic region punches
above its weight when it comes to entrepreneurship. The region, and specifically
Sweden, is a good place for startups based on digital cutting edge technologies –
the tech industry. Sweden has a good investment climate, a great capital inflow and,
to a fairly large extent, an entrepreneurial driven economy. Out of 190 countries, the
World Bank ranks Sweden as one of the ten best countries to make business in.6
Additionally, Sweden is globally the eighth largest recipient of foreign investment.7
Sweden recently got its fifth unicorn (a privately owned company with a value
exceeding USD 1 billion).8 This is an all-time high – last year Sweden had four
and the year before that, only two. These numbers indicate a rapid growth which
is particularly fascinating for a small country like Sweden with a population of
only ten million. Furthermore, the number of smaller tech companies in Sweden
is also growing fast, and so are the number of tech companies valued over SEK 1
billion. Even though these are smaller companies, it is a significant size for a young
company. In 2020, Sweden grew from a total of 30 small tech companies valued
over 1 billion to 45 - that is a 50 percent increase.9
Prevailing structures in Sweden have had a great effect on the Swedish
entrepreneurial scene. Sweden’s entrepreneurial environment may be ascribed
to factors like governance and culture which have fostered the unicorns we see in
the country today. Regarding governance, the infrastructure for entrepreneurship
is well functioning. Sweden was early with ensuring access to the internet, and
has a social welfare program in place that has provided entrepreneurs with the
right preconditions to be bold and start a business. In Sweden today, four out of
five jobs are created in small businesses, which is quite unique compared to other
countries.10 The cultural aspect is old and may be referred to as the “Jante Law”,
which encourages citizens to see themselves as part of the collective rather than
especially talented individuals. It promotes egalitarianism and conformity but
discourages personal gain.

29

WOMEN LEADERS

Some of the key concepts of Jante Law can still be seen in Nordic office
environments, such as flat hierarchies, but mostly it has become an old-fashioned
concept that the younger generation is looking to disrupt. New start-ups in the
region have shown a dedication to creativity and innovation that does not align with
the Jante Law.
As illustrated in this part of the chapter, Sweden’s preconditions to provide an
inclusive entrepreneurial scene are good. Looking ahead, we should assume that
women will become a bigger part of the entrepreneurial sector which will leave
room for a new growing trend of female entrepreneurship with social ambition.
Turning to the Swedish unicorns again, four out of five unicorns have founder teams
of only men, and their businesses involve payment transactions, batteries as well
as buying and selling music digitally. One out of the five unicorns have a mixed team
and they are engaged in digital medical care. The fact that the mixed team works
in the medical care sector should not be seen as a coincidence. The overall and
general impression is that women more often go into sectors with
social impact. The potential for digital high tech start-ups is good
”THE POTENTIAL FOR
DIGITAL HIGH TECH
and there is a large pool of talented female entrepreneurs, eager to
START-UPS IS GOOD AND
make social impact.

THERE IS A LARGE POOL
OF TALENTED FEMALE
ENTREPRENEURS, EAGER
TO MAKE SOCIAL IMPACT”

Women and Technical Innovation for a Sustainable
Healthcare Sector

The fastest growing tech companies in Sweden operate in the
health sector.11 Women dominate the health industry, and looking
at nurses, the largest profession in health care, women accounted
for 90 percent in 2020.12 In this sector, women are the ones with the experience and
expertise to create solutions for long lasting change. In the Nordic countries, as
in other regions around the world, the health sector was hit hard by the pandemic
which highlighted the fact that much innovation is needed to make it sustainable.
The health sector may thus be identified as one in urgent need for female founded
start-ups.
The tech industry is arguably one of the biggest drivers of social innovation, so
championing change around the perception of women in the workplace should
come as second nature. However, the tech industry has a long way to go in closing
the skills gap, as well as the perception gap around women in technical and
leadership roles. Companies carry the responsibility to attract more women, and to
alter companies’ culture. Work environments that build their success on respecting
diversity, providing equal opportunities for growth, and who trust their workforce for
who they are, become the ones where you find more women. Innovation, which is a
central goal in technology environments, comes more naturally when people with
different views and perspectives come together. Gender diversity continues to be a
crucial issue to address in the tech industry.
Unifying the tech industry and the health sector may be an efficient way forward to
enhance Nordic healthcare. Artificial intelligence (AI) is one example of technical
innovation which could improve the health care sector in multiple ways. Firstly, it
would make the healthcare system more efficient and streamlined. Secondly, it
would contribute to a much needed improvement of the working conditions for
healthcare employees. For example, in the medical care sector, very little collective
learning is happening today. When a patient is ill, it is only the individual doctor
treating the patient who learns from that particular case.
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No transfer of knowledge takes place so that other hospitals can take advantage
of the harvested knowledge from that specific case. Utilizing the opportunities
of applied AI, doctors, nurses and researchers all over the world could gain new
knowledge from each case. In addition, AI has great potential to help reduce the
climate emissions also in other sectors such as industry, construction, energy,
transport and management of large cities. The potential for social impact is
therefore an important factor in the tech sector.

Encourage Women to Take the Step from Employed to Employer
In order for society to take advantage of this source of female talent, politicians
must be very careful regarding what messages they send, directly and indirectly, to
young women and girls. Using rhetoric that encourages young women to engage in
business is and will remain important, particularly in the health sector where women
often have the necessary knowledge and experience, but may hesitate regarding
their own capability to become employers themselves. In Sweden, female labour
dominates the public health sector. Even if private capital in the sector has increased
in recent years, many employees in the sector still have a rather vague idea of how,
or even if, entrepreneurship with a long term vision can contribute to solving many
of the problems that Swedish healthcare faces today. Research shows that women
often start a business for other reasons than men.13 More flexibility and more space
for personal creativity at work is more important than rapid growth and building
a multi billion business. This is probably the most important reason why there
are more women than men in the start-up business of healthcare, education and
personal services. In Sweden many young women have successfully tried their luck
in the beauty sector. Men dominate businesses that attract the major part of the
capital, such as transport, IT, finance and industry.
Therefore, society must encourage women to take the step from being employed
to become employers, but also to widen the mental scope of what women “can do”
and “are good at”. The sectors where social impact is urgently needed are the health
sector and the sector for reducing climate emissions. Both these sectors can benefit
enormously from digital technologies, not least AI. Today, in these sectors, much of
this potential remains to be exploited.

Conclusion
There are good prospects for the Nordic region when
it comes to female entrepreneurship as a source of
sustainable development: a huge need and demand for
innovative solutions, much capital in digital technologies,
a big interest from the investment community, and a great
amount of female entrepreneurs eager to achieve social
impact.

”SOCIETY MUST ENCOURAGE
WOMEN TO TAKE THE STEP
FROM BEING EMPLOYED TO
BECOME EMPLOYERS, BUT ALSO
TO WIDEN THE MENTAL SCOPE
OF WHAT WOMEN CAN DO AND
ARE GOOD AT”

It is crucial to highlight female role models to inspire and encourage more women
to enter the entrepreneurial sphere. When focusing on role models, it is however
particularly important to point at their achievements rather than their gender. Too
much focus on the gender aspects risks taking focus from their entrepreneurial
skills. The Nordic countries are perceived as forerunners on gender equality and
women’s labour force participation. However, there are far fewer women than men
starting businesses. The Nordics are often considered to be culturally similar: they
have similar social systems, economic structures, labour markets, concepts of
democracy, models of the welfare state, and universal public services.
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Zooming out to the global scale, we see more women choosing a STEM-degree
(college programs in science, technology, engineering and mathematics) as a key
choice for career development and as a chance for growth and a job. However, the
way to success is by creating work environments that welcome and strengthen
women. More female role models are leading the way, but shining light on their
achievements will allow more women to follow in their footsteps.
Moreover, there is a need to amplify the debate on the gender pay gap and the
negative effects of it. Manuals and guidelines need to be put in place on different
levels so that different actors can be aware of the importance of closing the gender
pay gap. This could be done through laws and policies, such as promoting paid and
equal parental leave, creating safe spaces for women to share experiences, as well
as creating networks and building capacity. Closing the gender pay gap can also be
addressed from the business side, through incorporating equality and inclusion into
business models.
Another important aspect is the shortage of qualified labour in Sweden today. As
a consequence it is crucial that, specifically smaller start-ups, optimize the use
and the development of the competence that is there. A basic ingredient in that
work is “fine tuning” judgements on what is the most important competence for
a certain task. Those of us who know from our own managerial experience that
human diversity in a business activity is value creating, we also know how these two
perspectives work well together.
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JANAT ISSIFU
”EXCLUDING WOMEN FROM THE BUSINESS
SECTOR IS DEPRIVING THE NATION
OF ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT”
BACKGROUND

Janat is the founder of the organisation WAN-Hive
Ghana, which helps discover and develop social
enterprises founded or led by young women, to
prepare them for leadership roles across all fields
of social impact and professional influence. WANHive Ghana specializes in increasing digital literacy
and tech skills with aspiring social entrepreneurs.
Janat and WAN-Hive also seek to empower young
women to partake in high-level decision making to
ensure gender parity across all sectors of national
and local development.

EXPERIENCES
She holds a BSc in Resource Enterprise and
Entrepreneurship from the University of Energy and
Natural Resources Ghana. She is a certified business
trainer from Social Enterprise Ghana and a coach
for the GIZ funded WIDU project which seeks to
create sustainable investments for start-ups and
small businesses in Ghana. With her knowledge in
entrepreneurship and business management, she has
assisted many young women to establish, manage
and grow their own small business ventures.
In 2020, she received an award from the Kenyan High
Commissioner as one of the 20 young women in
Africa contributing to women empowerment in Africa
through the All African Students Union (AASU).

WHAT ARE THE STRUCTURAL
BARRIERS FOR FEMALE
SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURS?
There are cultural norms that impede women’s
possibilities of becoming entrepreneurs. There is a
cultural manuscript about what women should be and
do, which leads to them having fewer opportunities
than men when it comes to, for example, education.
There are also stereotypes that discourage women to
seek opportunities as an entrepreneur.

HOW CAN THE ECONOMIC
INCLUSION OF WOMEN BE
ENSURED?
Educating the people is essential – both girls and
boys. Bringing men onboard is fundamental, they
need to understand the importance of including
women in the business sector. A more gender equal
sector will have benefits both from a human rights
perspective and an economic perspective.
.

CHAPTER 5

Leadership as the Basis for
Economic Empowerment
The reasons for increasing economic gender equality are many, not least in terms of being able to deliver on the 2030
United Nations Sustainable Development Agenda (the 2030 Agenda). Prevailing structures in the capital market are
infused with gender inequality which inhibits women’s financial independence. Women’s economic participation
has increased during the last decades, but not fast enough: numbers from 2021 show that with the current rate of
progress, the estimated time to close the gender gap in economic participation and opportunity is about 268 years.
Needless to say, to achieve the goals of the 2030 Agenda, processes for economic inclusion must accelerate

Asymmetric Division of Capital

Anna Svahn
CEO and Portfolio
Manager, Antiloop
Hedge

The capital market today is characterised by an asymmetric division of capital.
In 2020, as little as 2.3 percent of the global venture capital was allocated
to women-led start-ups. This is the first time in years that the numbers have
decreased. In 2019, the numbers hit an all time high of merely 2.8 percent.1
Despite the increase of women’s representation in capital markets over the past
decades, there are still few women in leadership positions. Globally, solely 28
percent of the managerial positions were held by women in 2019. These numbers
illuminate ongoing stagnated development: statistics of women in leadership
positions have not changed significantly during the last 20 years.2
The lack of investment in female-founded companies results in an almost
automatic neglection of over 50 percent of potential business leaders and
investment opportunities. Such systematic exclusion of female-founded
enterprises is detrimental to our economy which depends on innovation and
progressive, pioneering companies. The exclusion of female entrepreneurs
also obstructs the world’s chances to achieve the 2030 Agenda as Sustainable
Development Goal (SDG) number 5, and specifically targets 5.4 and 5.5 that
particularly targets women’s full participation in economic life as well as
providing women with equal opportunities for leadership and entrepreneurship.3

Underestimating Women’s Leadership
Yawa Hansen-Quao
Founder, Leading
Ladies’ Network
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There exists a deficit of women serving in professional leadership positions.
Stereotypical attributions of leadership are often connected to traditional
ideas of masculine qualities, which leads to a prejudice with regards to who is
given the opportunity to become a leader.4 Consequently, the word “leadership”
has a patriarchal bias, as our perception of things is informed by what we see.
Broadening the definition of leadership is essential for the creation of a more
inclusive and diverse group of global leaders. Despite the fact that there are too
few female leaders when it comes to businesses or politics, there is no deficit
of female leaders in general. Shifting the attention to housework, women spend
about three times as many hours on unpaid domestic work and care work as
men.5 In this sphere of work, women are the leaders, as they are used to taking
care of family members and the home. Women in the informal economy may not
be demonstrating traditional leadership, but are successful leaders nonetheless.
The discussion on leadership must therefore be challenged so that the definition
can be reframed to include traditional ideas of feminine qualities as well.

LEADERSHIP AS THE BASIS FOR ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT

Women possess valuable skills and qualities which they have developed when
engaging in domestic work, and the responsibilities women take on when it
comes to caring for family members would be of utmost value in professional
leadership roles.
Furthermore, the deficit of female leaders in the business sector spurs inequality
when it comes to distribution of capital for entrepreneurs. An overall absence of
investments remains a major issue for female entrepreneurs. This can be seen as
a symptom of several root causes including, but not limited to family obligations
or societal stereotypes of women not being capable or confident enough to drive
businesses (a subject which is discussed in chapter 1). However, when raising
the subject of capital distribution one must also turn attention towards the
investment community. It has been shown that investors are more prone to invest
in business ideas that they can relate to, and which are presented by people they
identify with. The large majority of today’s investors are men, who are thus more
likely to invest in male founding teams.6 As business ideas tend
to spur from personal experience, and the experiences of women
often differ from those of men, unconscious bias is continuously
”BROADENING
reinforced in the capital market. These circumstances, paired
THE DEFINITION
with the fact that men oversee the majority of the investment
OF LEADERSHIP IS
capital, have the effect that 98 percent of venture capital goes to
ESSENTIAL FOR A MORE
companies founded by men.
INCLUSIVE AND DIVERSE

GROUP OF GLOBAL

The chain of logic presented above, which can be referred to as the
LEADERS”
attraction of similarity, defines the issue of monoculture within the
entrepreneurial sphere. Monoculture is a self-reinforcing process
that continuously promotes already established business ideas which prevents
female-founded companies from accessing most investment opportunities. In
a larger perspective, the monoculture problem becomes an issue of ownership
and leadership: who administers the investment capital directly relates to who will
receive said capital.
The exclusion of women is partly explained by monoculture in the capital market.
However, these processes are not solely the result of the malice of male investors,
but are also due to the bias that investors have towards business solutions
presented by men. The aforementioned issues of unconscious bias in investment
decisions are well-known by economists, and refers to the fact that there are
internal stereotypes, unbeknownst to a decision-maker, which have impact on the
investor’s judgement. Biases in venture capital decision-making prevents investors
from making rational decisions and risk assessments. Due to the gender bias
that characterises the investment market, female entrepreneurs are perceived
as entailing greater risk. This bias, in turn, spurs the process of monoculture as
business ideas presented by women are deprived of a fair chance due to their
gender. Most of the bias in the capital market is unconscious, which means that
the obstacles women face in the form of stereotypes and gender bias is not an
accepted truth in investment processes. In fact, in a discussion paper from 2020, the
EU Commission reported that most investors are not aware of the gendered funding
gap and are in the belief that women and other minority entrepreneurs, get the right
amount of capital.7 The unconscious bias which characterises prevailing investment
structures must be challenged by bringing diversity into decision making teams in
equity and venture capital firms. Statistics show that women-led startups are more
than twice as likely to receive funding from capital firms with female partners. 8
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Unconscious bias, monoculture and the amount of women aspiring to become
entrepreneurs are all factors that affect and maintain the status quo, as they all
interact and result in a catch-22 situation for female entrepreneurs. However, this
can change by creating enabling environments and normalising female financial
entrepreneurs. Advancing women’s ownership of capital as well as women’s
participation in leadership positions should therefore be considered the basis for
women’s economic empowerment.

Investing in Women - An Opportunity
Achieving equal opportunities to access capital is important for many reasons.
It is not solely an issue of gender equality and human rights, but the issue also
has a sharp economic argument. At the macro level, it has been shown that
with equal entrepreneurial participation, global GDP could rise by 3-6 percent,
which would improve the world economy by USD 2.5-5 trillion.9 There are an
overwhelming number of studies which show that business organisations with
teams characterised by diversity tend to have higher returns on investment, a
more sustainable business strategy and tend to be more profitable in the long
run. In addition, recent analyses indicate that women tend to need less venture
capital while at the same time bringing in higher returns.10 The positive effects of
gender diversity can be attributed to the notion that a diverse team brings different
perspectives on issues, which are crucial to better performance and higher returns
on investment. Diversity also reduces the risk of group thinking while simultaneously
enlarging investment opportunities. Studies continuously challenge predominant
stereotypical ideas that women are somehow less capable or that investing in
women implies a bigger risk. It is time that investors listen to researchers and seize
the opportunity to invest in female entrepreneurship in order to advance gender
equality while at the same time driving financial return.
Women and girls are already entrepreneurial minded, but the investment community
lacks faith in women’s abilities to drive a business. Interventions targeting
investment inequality tend to focus on the small scale through, for example,
microloans. Instead of recognising the opportunities of investing in women’s
businesses, women are perceived through a lens of vulnerability. The idea of the
vulnerable and delicate woman downplays the opportunities that women bring.
As a result, investments that go to female entrepreneurs are usually smaller than
those which go to their male counterparts. Solely providing women with small scale
opportunities lowers the bar for women’s ambition levels and prevents women from
building big businesses. As such, there is not only an issue of unequal distribution
of investments between men and women, but when investments are directed to
women, it tends to be in smaller portions than those investments received by their
male counterparts. Big ideas need big investments, and it is essential to bet on
women with big ideas.
When investors focus their resources on solutions to problems they can understand
and relate to, there is a risk of losing much needed innovation. The recognition of
the ongoing herd mentality and monoculture in investment spheres as outlined in
this chapter - as well as the fact that most investors are men - is important. These
factors explain why business solutions that address problems that are mainly faced
by women are overlooked. Besides being unfair, this waste of intellectual capacity
will not be beneficial for potential future innovations. Business ideas that potentially
appeal to over 50 percent of the population risk being lost because of a lack of
diversity and strategies for inclusion among investors. Diversity and inclusion are
crucial factors to unlock innovation and improve productivity.
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Catch Them While They Are Young
Financial equality through financial independence is critical to promote
sustainable societies, as financial independence means more freedom, as well
as the possibility to invest in a home or a business. Financial independence
and freedom are crucial to be able to close the gender gap, as they provide
women with equal opportunities to make their own decisions and be in control
of their own life. However, the change to a more gender equal financial sector
will not happen overnight – a long-term perspective is of utmost importance,
and is where resources and efforts should be directed. Breaking the present
monoculture by addressing the issue of ownership, leadership, and investment
is essential from an equality, human rights and economic perspective.
Societies must engage with boys and girls at a young age and challenge the
misleading images of women in business and finance as being something
odd and remarkable. Today, it requires great self-confidence for girls to even
imagine themselves as business leaders. The idea of women in business and
finance needs to be normalised, and traditional ideas about gender roles need
to be tackled at the micro and macro level. Therefore, it is equally important
to work with boys and young men’s attitudes, and challenge stereotypical
ideas about feminine and masculine roles. Challenging patriarchal concepts
of traditional masculinity and femininity thus becomes crucial for women’s
economic empowerment. However, in order to be able to challenge these ideas,
one must first understand how the micro and the macro levels are intertwined.
At the micro level, many families still have an “ideal picture” of women being
responsible for the household, and men being the breadwinners. In countries
where there is limited access to education, this “ideal picture” results in
families prioritising boys’ access to education above girls’ – which is also true
for higher education. Such family values are another great barrier for female
entrepreneurs, indicating that norms should be challenged at the micro level.
Policy-makers, at both the national and international level, must recognise the
relation between family constellations and societal and political structures.
That is to say that policy-makers must acknowledge how stereotypes and
norms at the micro level feed into structures at the macro level, and vice versa.
Change requires thorough work and must include reforms of the school system
to foster and promote innovative attitudes amongst both girls and boys:
children need to be educated in economics, entrepreneurship, and problemsolving from a young age. Furthermore, focus needs to be directed at teaching
girls and boys to formulate solutions to problems they themselves identify in
order to foster an environment that is inspiring, inclusive and conducive. There
is an opportunity in schools to create enabling narratives and eliminate toxic
narratives of what is traditionally expected from girls and boys

The Importance of Role Models
The imperative overall change is the normalisation of women in positions of
leadership, as representation and role models are key to normalising women’s
leadership. As mentioned, there is a scarce supply of women in positions of
leadership who can act as role models for young women. Highlighting female
role models can be a great motivator for change and can normalise female
entrepreneurship. The media also plays an important role here: the same
storytelling recurs over and over again in media, where men often are portrayed
as the “natural hero”.
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Our consumption of the heroic masculinity narrative reinforces gender stereotypes
and our ideas about men being natural leaders. This narrative must be challenged,
and less focus should be put on the spectacularness of a female entrepreneur’s
gender, but rather on her achievements. This helps convey the image of female
entrepreneurs being relatable, making female entrepreneurship seem more
attainable and achievable and not something only for a selected and special few.
Role models are important in all sectors and businesses as well as all parts of
the public and political sphere. Therefore, it is also important to promote female
leadership in political life, and not least in the Global South where the government is
at the centre of development. By increasing the number of women who hold a seat
at the table, policies and regulations can get influenced by women’s voices. This is
necessary in order to enhance economic equality.
Female leadership plays an important role in improving gender equality for future
generations, as it has been shown to be an efficient way to encourage girls to make
different choices. This can be explained as simply as seeing is believing – when
girls see other females being leaders, they can more easily imagine themselves
in positions of leadership. This is also true for the society at large – the reality of
more women serving in leadership roles shows societies the possibility that women
can hold top positions. Thus, by working with girls’ attitude and self-esteem while
simultaneously providing them with role models, we can create positive synergies in
the normalisation of female entrepreneurship.
Finally, the international community becomes essential in providing networking
opportunities as well as inspiring and empowering contexts for women (and other
groups that add to the diversity among leaders) to be part of. Through international
networking opportunities, women can get access to resources, contacts and
knowledge exchange that would otherwise be hard to acquire. When connecting
with similar people who face similar challenges, women
”WHEN GIRLS SEE OTHER
can get empowered to reach their full potential. Female
FEMALES BEING LEADERS,
entrepreneurial networks can also help raise awareness, as
THEY CAN MORE EASILY
they provide women with a collective voice. The sharing of
IMAGINE THEMSELVES IN
experience and knowledge in female networks is, thus, an
POSITIONS OF LEADERSHIP” effective tool to boost women’s confidence and establish long
lasting business relations.

Conclusion
In order to attain a gender-equal financial sphere, it is imperative to work with
changing attitudes and norms. This work needs to start early. Introducing reforms
in the school system, including more courses in economics, entrepreneurship, and
problem-solving from an early age would contribute to equalising knowledge and
decrease the gendered financial literacy divide. Schools also need to be proactive
in addressing and challenging stereotypical gender norms. This includes calling
attention to biases and working with boys’ and men’s attitudes.
Policy needs to address women’s unproportional household responsibilities. Labour
laws and corporate responsibilities need to acknowledge and allow for domestic
responsibility. Additionally, financial resources should be directed towards
national attempts for women’s economic empowerment. It is crucial that women
are represented in decision-making spheres, such as in national politics and in
international organisations. The international community must promote networking
opportunities for women, to enable experience sharing and knowledge exchange.
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The road to achieve a gender equal entrepreneurial sector is long. Despite the
challenge, the transition is of utmost importance to create a sustainable world
with the common goal of achieving the 2030 Agenda. Adhering to the holistic
recommendations put forward here will take us a long way.
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NANCY SUMARI
”TO SHAPE AN INCLUSIVE ECONOMY
GLOBALLY, WOMEN NEED TO BE INVOLVED IN
ALL ASPECTS OF THE ECONOMIC AGENDA”
BACKGROUND

Nancy is the founder of The Jenga Hub; a
makerspace and learning lab whose vision is to
build a community of children and youth leveraging
technology to create value and transform lives.
Its main purpose is to reimagine the way in which
children learn, through crafting wholesome
learning experiences through technology and
applying design thinking. The hub’s goal is to see
children thrive creatively to become better learners
and thinkers. She is contributing to breed a new
generation of responsible, committed and digitally
empowered citizens.

EXPERIENCES
Nancy is an alumni from the University of Dar es
Salaam Business School as well as a Graduate
student at the University College Londons’ Institute
of Education. She is the managing director of Bongo5
media group, a new media entity focused on digital
content creation and access to information, as a
tool for the empowerment of young people. Since its
founding in 2006, it has been built by a robust team of
young people driven by the mission to give access to
credible and timely information to Tanzanian youth,
as a key to making the right decisions while actively
participating in the development agenda. Bongo5 and
it’s platforms currently ranks among the top of the
new media outlets in Tanzania, as a credible, reliable
and entertaining news source.
Nancy is a digital changemaker for children award
recipient (2016), she has been voted among most
influential Africans of 2017, a Mandela Washington
Fellow 2018, a BRIDGIT fellow (2019) and an Obama
Foundation leader Africa (2019).

She is a member of the World Economic Forum’s
Global Future Council for Media, Culture and Sport
2020-2021. She has published two children’s books.
Her writing stems from her innate belief in the
power of stories; shared and told, to inspire dreams,
encourage empathy and forge inclusivity in the
world. Her book series includes stories from subject
matters such as children’s rights, girl and women
empowerment and inclusion of the persons with
disability.

WHAT ARE THE STRUCTURAL
BARRIERS FOR FEMALE
SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURS?
One barrier is that capital is limited for early stage
social enterprises which, needless to say, affects
female social entrepreneurs. Above all it is the
cultural barriers that’s the main problem, which
limits access to capital for women, minorities and
indigenous social entrepreneurs all around the world.

WHAT CAN BE DONE FOR
WOMEN’S ECONOMIC
EMPOWERMENT?
To develop a more sustainable and equal economy
globally we need to include more women in
leadership, business and social enterprise. Involving
governments and policymakers is crucial because
through leveraging their convening power and
breaking down existing silos that prevent women
from fully participating in the economic agenda.

CHAPTER 6

Women’s Economic
Empowerment in the Context
of Climate Change
Climate change is humanity’s most urgent crisis. Centuries of exploitation of resources to ensure profit for a
privileged few, has created a situation that is about to become ungovernable. The Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change’s (IPCC) latest report concludes that we risk passing the 1.5 degree warming limit within 10-20 years.
We are in immediate need of innovative solutions to the ecological crisis. Away from many decision-making spheres,
including the ones where solutions for the climate emergency are being ideated or funded, women’s innovative
forces are being overlooked.

The Disproportionate Effects of the Climate Crisis

Tove Ahlström
CEO, Global
Challenge

Most affected by climate change are those who are dependent on natural
resources, and it disproportionately affects the poor and already vulnerable
groups. Girls and women are particularly exposed to uneven resource distribution,
oppression and social exclusion. Consequently, women make up the majority of the
world’s poor, and are disadvantaged further by the climate crisis. In many societies
today, women are more responsible for gathering and providing food as well as
collecting water. Needless to say, effects of the climate crisis such as droughts or
floods will exponentially aggravate this type of work as the tasks become extremely
difficult and dangerous.
However, it goes without saying, the climate crisis will have effects on all parts
of the world, and numbers indicate that also in the West, women belong to the
societal group most concerned about the climate crisis. A Pew Research Center
study (2021) that looked at 17 advanced economies across the world found that
women are more concerned than men that climate change will personally harm
them. The difference in concern was often represented in percentages of doubledigits between women and men, including in Sweden.1 The impact of this global
phenomenon on women exacerbates gender inequality, as access to resources and
power relations affects the ability to respond to the effects of climate change.
In large parts of the world, women’s access to secure employment is limited.
Discriminating labour markets force women to look for jobs in the informal sector,
characterised by instability, unpredictability and low wages. In terms of ownership,
there is a growing global pattern of women owning less land than men. For example,
about one third of the world’s female workforce is in agriculture, but only 13 percent
of agricultural land holders are women.2 These disadvantages have historically
affected women’s possibilities for financial independence, and are expected
to worsen with the climate crisis. Recovering from environmental disasters is
particularly difficult for workers in the informal economy. The possibility of climate
change adaptation is dependent on stability in the form of secure employment,
social insurance or the right to own land. Despite the fact that female participation
in the workforce has increased substantially during the last century, global labour
markets are still characterised by inequality. This, along with women’s unequal
presence in decision-making processes, inhibits women’s participation in climaterelated planning and policy-making processes.
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Neglecting Women’s Innovation
Women play a crucial role in crafting solutions to the climate crisis but are
systematically being overlooked when it comes to funding and representation. It
has been shown that including women in leadership at a local level has positive
effects on outcomes of climate-related projects and policies.3 A rigorous research
study of 91 countries also shows that female representation in parliament leads
countries to adopt more stringent climate change policies, thus lowering carbon
dioxide emissions.4 Studies like these have important policy implications, as female
political representation can be considered an underutilised tool for addressing
climate change. It is important to note that it is not only the gender identity of
politicians that matters for climate action but that other factors such as age and
ethnicity play a role as well. There is an opportunity here for further research and
analysis on the subject.
Furthermore, to ensure long-term sustainability, the global economic system must
also be decoupled from carbon dioxide emissions. There has long been public
debate regarding the conflict between economic growth and decarbonisation of
our economies, but there is compelling data that shows that it is possible.5 For
example, the digital economy requires a significant amount of electricity and
material infrastructure but if these are decarbonised, growth in this whole sector
may continue without a parallel growth in emissions. Economic growth often
comes from individual instincts for collective improvement as we have witnessed
throughout modern human history. There is an opportunity here for successful
and sustainable innovations to grow through carbon-free production processes.
Female social entrepreneurs must have the space and funding to
be able to provide these solutions. Further, in order to find and fund ”FEMALE
the great solution-providers of tomorrow, we urgently need more
REPRESENTATION IN
women in leadership and investment positions in venture capital
PARLIAMENT LEADS
funds and private equity firms. Women’s economic empowerment
COUNTRIES TO ADOPT
and financial inclusion are underutilised tools for addressing
MORE STRINGENT
climate change and it is a key element to achieve the 2030 Agenda
CLIMATE CHANGE
for sustainable development. A radical shift in the investment
POLICIES”
landscape, targeting both regulations and norms, is needed.
In order to make climate change action effective, gender should
be integrated into green industry policies. Diversity and inclusion are important
factors to unlock innovation and promote new solutions to the climate crisis,
but are also important factors in making sure policies reflect the actual needs of
all global citizens. Therefore, new systems should make sure that no one is left
behind. Making diverse gender-conscious investments is a pathway to sustainable
development, and it is proven to increase performance, creativity and profitability.
Shrinking the gaps between groups and bringing diversity into leadership must be
the given way forward. Women’s economic empowerment is therefore key to finding
innovative solutions supporting the resolve of the climate crisis.

Social Innovation for Climate Action
Social innovation can play a unique role in the transition into a more equitable, green
and purposeful economy and society. Entrepreneurs who strive for social impact
aim to promote inclusivity and meet social needs, with the goal of developing
sustainable businesses. Humanity’s great challenge of the 21st century is to meet
the needs of all within the means of the planet.6 Social innovation can contribute by
providing scalable and sustainable solutions to the climate crisis.
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By definition, social innovators look towards realising a human-centered, inclusive
and empowering future.7 Businesses who focus on social impact can provide
long-lasting and secure employment as well as showcase the societal benefits of
employing people far from the labour market.
As such, social innovation through entrepreneurship can be a tool to both
increase gender equality and mitigate the effects of climate changes. However,
to be able to maximize the potential of social entrepreneurship, women need to
have equal opportunities to be leaders and entrepreneurs. Women are grossly
underrepresented in venture capital investments and an increase of investments
could be one of the sharpest tools used in order to see rapid change in society and
social structures. Every effort possible must be made to ensure that women have
access to the education, training, and finances needed to participate in the green
economy.

Diversity as a Central Parameter in Governmental Investments
Structural barriers for female social entrepreneurs must be recognised and targeted
through governmental interventions. Diverse and multifaceted leadership is
essential in a just world and by distributing power evenly between
”HUMANITY’S GREAT
women and men in society, by encouraging women to own and
CHALLENGE OF THE
run companies, by having equal representation in government,
21ST CENTURY IS TO
we will slowly and surely move towards a sustainable world. It is
MEET THE NEEDS OF
not something we solely believe but something that is proven by
ALL WITHIN THE MEANS researchers.8

OF THE PLANET”

Solutions to climate change can spread and be upscaled by
encouraging global knowledge exchange and disseminating
lessons learnt and information. Female entrepreneurs often deliver innovative
solutions to complex problems. To meet our common goals, a variety of actors from
politics, academia, the business sector and civil society must listen to the research
and act accordingly.
Consequently, we encourage governmental investments to be made with diversity
as a central parameter so as to increase women’s economic independence and
strengthen female entrepreneurs as well as ensure a green and just transition
towards sustainable societies. A clearer direction for where governmental
investment capital is guided is needed, for instance innovation and business
support for women - especially within minority groups. That way, the state can
contribute towards a favorable financial ecosystem, equipped to promote future
resilient societies.

Conclusion
In this time of urgent need to combat the climate crisis, we need all hands on deck.
However, if women do not have the same opportunities to be leaders as men do, a
significant amount of potential innovation goes to waste. Therefore, power must be
distributed more equally. In some countries, this means that we need to have more
women in the boardrooms, while in other countries it means that women have the
right to manage their own bank account. A clear shift of private and institutional
investments going towards women’s innovation and business support, especially
minority women, is needed. A basic requirement for women’s equal right to work
includes paid parental leave and access to child care. Putting such structures in
place is an essential step towards achieving reduced wealth inequalities, and can
contribute to closing the pay gap between men and women.
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If the international community is serious about addressing climate change,
it must recognise women as a fundamental part of the climate solution.
Measures that promote equal distribution of power, shift venture capital to
target women entrepreneurs, ensure equal rights, reduce wealth inequalities
and/or increase women’s access to education represent cornerstones in
achieving a sustainable future. This way, we stand a chance of tackling climate
change whilst leaving no one behind.
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BRUKTAWIT TIGABU
”EMPOWER WOMEN WITH EQUAL ECONOMIC
OPPORTUNITY MEANS ENABLING HALF OF
THE WORLD TO HAVE A BETTER LIFE”
BACKGROUND
Bruktawit (Brukty) Tigabu is the co-founder of Whiz
Kids Workshop; an educational media company
with a mission to make learning a lifelong passion.
Whiz Kids provide cost-effective, age-appropriate
and culturally relevant educational media content
for children, youth, adolescents and parents.
WKW implements four local innovative and tested
solutions that target people from pregnancy to
early childhood, to early adolescence and youth. To
effectively mobilize and acquire behavioral change
at scale, WKW works with most regional education
bureaus and hundreds of schools, partners with 25
national, regional and community television and
radio broadcasters as well as telecom companies to
disseminate critical information, mobilize community
and promote children and youth wellbeing.

EXPERIENCES
In 2005, Brukty and her husband began producing
’Tsehai Loves Learning’ (TLL), the first educational
preschool television programme in the country.
Currently TLL is the longest running educational
show in Ethiopia reaching over 10 million children in 7
mother tongue languages. The TLL program has been
integrated into over 400 public schools in the country
and continues to expand. Brukty has created multiple
children and youth TV shows and written over 30
children books. Brukty is the creator of Tibeb Girls;
Animation Series and Radio Shows, presenting three
Pan African adolescent, superhero girls fearlessly
problem-solving real life challenges that block girls
chances to succeed in school and in life. Whiz Kids
Workshop won numerous international awards
such as the Next Generation Prize at Prix Jeunesse
International (2008), the Japan Prize International
Contest for Educational Media (2008, 2009) and The
Tech Award Laureate (2011).

Brukty has been named a Rolex Young Laureate in
2010 and one of Fast Company’s 2012 most creative
people in business. She has also been recognized
as a 2018 Outstanding Social Entrepreneur of
the Year by the Schwab Foundation for Social
Entrepreneurship.

WHY IS GENDER EQUAL
DISTRIBUTION OF
INVESTMENT IMPORTANT?
When we empower women with equal economic
opportunity, it means we are enabling half of the
world to have a choice for a better life. Evidence
shows that income managed by women benefits
children and the entire household. Investing in
women and women led business can be a pathway
to improve major crises in our world such as
malnutrition, child mortality, children’s education,
reductions in gender-based violence etc. It is not only
a moral obligation but also a better investment return
in creating a sustainable world.

WHAT CAN BE DONE
TO ENSURE ECONOMIC
INCLUSION OF WOMEN?
There are many effective ways, starting from
investing in women led enterprises, to investing in
companies that implement equity in the workplace to
investing in organizations that impact the lives of girls
and women through their products and services. We
need to create collective awareness in the business
ecosystem and have a conducive environment
supporting investors, government and development
partners to integrate a gender lens strategy. We
need to continue building evidence for the value of
economic inclusion of women while shifting negative
norms and creating more women investors to
dismantle systemic biases.
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The Women Leaders initiative is a capacity building project to
strengthen the position of female social entrepreneurs. The initiative
aims to highlight the economic status of women and system changing
solutions for structural inclusion. Women Leaders was initiated by the
independent think tank Global Challenge and Reach for Change with
support from the Swedish Institute.

