
INSIGHT 1: RESTRICTIVE 
GENDER NORMS ARE 
EXACERBATING POVERTY 
AND CONSTRAINING 
ECONOMIC GROWTH

Gender inequality is prevalent in all regions 

of the world, including high-, medium-, and 

low-income countries. Tackling restrictive 

gender norms has significant implications 

for food security and economic growth, so 

it is vital that the private sector contributes 

to addressing gender norms and to 

supporting female entrepreneurship. 

This session particularly focused on the 

impact of gender inequity in developing, 

agricultural economies. Women provide 

essential work alongside men, but they 

often receive less income and investment 

than their male counterparts. Amalia stated 

that women make up half the population of 

Africa but only contributed about 30% of its 

GDP in 2018. If female farmers were given 

access to the same productive resources and 

inputs as men, their yields would increase 

by approximately 30%. Similarly, Jane Sabuni 
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THREE INSIGHTS

WHAT DIFFERENCE DOES TACKLING 
RESTRICTIVE GENDER NORMS MAKE 
FOR MICRO-ENTERPRISE AND OTHER 
SOCIAL IMPACT PROGRAMMES?

Gender norms restrict the lives of women and girls across the 
world. Drawing on new research and key learnings from micro-
enterprise programmes in Kenya, Tanzania, and Afghanistan, we 
demonstrated how practical interventions that challenge accepted 
attitudes can empower women to earn and control their own 
incomes while also having their say in and outside the home.

At this hybrid interactive session, we discovered why tackling gender 
norms is worthwhile and discussed the practical interventions 
needed to empower women and support women’s micro-enterprises.

Addressing gender and social 

norms isn’t just about creating 

successful women entrepreneurs, 

it’s about supporting everyone.

Amalia Johnsson, Director of Programmes, 

Hand in Hand International 
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pointed out that 50% of the population in 

Tanzania lives in absolute poverty. This is due 

to the lack of income-generating incomes, 

but also because of the gender inequality 

present. The majority of the population 

in rural Tanzania works in agriculture—

however, more women are employed in 

this sector as compared to men. Despite 

this, only 27% of women in the agriculture 

sector are landowners. Jane’s contribution 

highlights the power disparities that exist 

due to prevailing gender norms: “we can see 

that women work a lot in the agricultural 

sector, but the landowners are men.”

INSIGHT 2: EQUIPPING 
WOMEN WITH LEADERSHIP 
SKILLS BUILDS THEIR 
SOCIAL CAPITAL AND CAN 
UNLEASH THE POWER OF 
ENTREPRENEURSHIP

Jane Sabuni shared three approaches 

to ensuring that the process of women’s 

economic development is well understood 

and is sustainable. The first, discussed above, 

is through the provision of skills to women to 

voice their views and be heard. The second is 

through community engagement to explain 

the concept of a women’s empowerment 

programme, and the third is involving men 

and encouraging their involvement. 

To encourage female entrepreneurship, it 

is important to make women confident in 

themselves and their capabilities. Business can 

support this by equipping women with the 

skills to speak up and be heard. This centres 

around giving women leadership skills along 

with entrepreneurship skills. Jane Sabuni 

explained that such training encourages 

women to be proactive in the household 

decision-making process and in reproductive 

decisions, and it also increases their overall 

feeling more capable and confident. 

Elizabeth Githniji found that women 
entrepreneurs become inspired when 

they hear and interact with other women 

in the field. This enhances women’s social 

capital. Moreover, Elizabeth uses a platform, 
Mobile Academy, to provide digital access to 

training in order to build women’s life skills 

and support their entrepreneurship journey. 

Through their Maua project, Mars Wrigley 

supports local entrepreneurs in hard-to-

reach markets. As Elizabeth explained, this 
approach has clear benefits to business: 

“these local entrepreneurs help us to get 

our products to our customers and to solve 

the challenge of the last mile distribution.”

INSIGHT 3: TO HAVE 
GREATEST IMPACT, 
WE NEED TO ENGAGE 
WITH MEN AND BOYS 
ON GENDER EQUALITY 
AND PARTICULARLY 
ON CARE WORK

For effective collaboration, it is important to 

engage the entire community and to address 

the common concern that increased female 

participation is a threat to the role of men 

within the household and community. As Jane 

explained, “we are not seeking permission 

from the men to actually implement the 

programmes. But we have recognised that 

when men and women work together, 

most of these activities achieve more.”

Besides engaging men on specific 

programmes, there is a need to engage 

boys as early as possible in conversations 

regarding gender norms and equality. 

Gender norms are socialised from an early 

age, so getting boys involved in education, 

schools, youth clubs, etc. and through role 

models can help break the social cycle.

Aatif Somji reported that there are two 

well-established norms that associate men 

with being breadwinners and women with 

childcare. However, she urged that it is time 

to let go of the norms and involve men with 

activities regarding childcare and women 

with labour force activities. Breaking down 

rigid gender roles can reduce the burden on 

one family member to provide for everyone 

It’s been so important to engage men and 

boys on gender equality—it’s everyone’s 

business, not just women’s business.

Aatif Somji, Senior Research Officer, Gender 

Equality and Social Inclusion, ODI
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and get families working together better as 

a team. However, as Aatif observed, “we’re 

seeing some shifts where more women are 

getting involved in the labour force, but 

that second part of men getting involved in 

caregiving, it’s still lagging behind.” In fact, 

Aatif stressed that investing in childcare is 

very important as there is opportunity for 

economic growth in the childcare sector, 

which employs two-thirds of the women. 

It has benefits for children and can give 

women the chance to dedicate time to other 

activities. As such, it can provide a “triple win”. 
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