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OeEB
GBV(H)
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Human resources
Key performance indicator(s)
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Executive Summary
Closing the gender gap in economic participation and opportunity is not only “the right thing to do”, but also “the
smart thing to do”: Promoting women’s economic empowerment as a prerequisite for achieving gender equality
contributes to realizing human rights and social development, as well as to enhanced business performance and
economic growth. Gender-lens investing has become a key approach in the field of private sector investment
to provide women in developing markets with improved access to entrepreneurship, workplace equity, financial products, and services. In this context, the G7 Development Finance Institutions’ (DFIs), including DEG and
OeEB, made a major commitment to further mobilize investments for women’s economic empowerment by launching the “2X Challenge: Financing for Women” in 2018.
With a view to strengthening their efforts to promote gender equality, DEG and OeEB commissioned this
research study on the transformative impact of gender-lens investing. Its objective is to generate insights on
how activities of DFIs and other investors can sustainably contribute to a transformation of root causes that perpetuate gender inequalities. A focus was placed on the role of women’s leadership as one aspect of women’s economic
empowerment. Based on a literature review, an assessment of DEG’s and OeEB’s investment portfolio performancei
on the 2X Challenge, exploratory interviews with experts in the field and three case studies with DEG and/or OeEB
clients, the study’s main findings are:
There is limited generalizable evidence on the effects of gender-lens investing on women’s economic empowerment. Yet, academic literature points to key factors that enable activities of economic empowerment
to unfold transformative impact on gender equality. These include, inter alia, the consideration of women’s
power and agency beyond economic opportunities, as well as the interaction of women’s economic empowerment
with other areas relevant to gender equality, e.g., gender-based violence and harassment. Moreover, transformation
requires commitment to address the role played by men and institutions, including tackling harmful gender norms
and behavior. To what extent respective considerations are already implemented in DEG’s and OeEB’s approaches
to gender-lens investing was further explored in the study’s review of the institutions’ investment portfolios.
In the field of gender-lens investing, the 2X Challenge presents a current international standard in assessing
an investment’s contribution to women’s economic empowerment. The study revealed that the majority of
DEG and OeEB investments currently align with these standards. They perform particularly well on the 2X “leadership” criterion, and, more specifically, on its sub-criterion “share of women in senior management of 20-30%”.
Nevertheless, there is potential and interest of DEG and OeEB clients to scale current efforts and go beyond the 1.5
out of five 2X criteria that an investment fulfills on average, and to contribute to a transformation of unequal gender
relations. To what extent fulfilled 2X criteria indicate a meaningful impact on women’s economic empowerment,
was further explored in three case studies.
In particular, the case studies took a closer look at the effects that women’s leadership, as one of the key 2X
Challenge criteria that DEG and OeEB investments frequently fulfill, can have for women’s economic empowerment. They provided insights into concrete measures that DFIs/investors and their clients should pursue to
enable equal representation, create an empowering environment, and sustainably transform gender relations. Key
recommendations both at the level of individual organizations and at the level of cooperation between DFIs/investors and clients were derived:

⸻
To assess the portfolio’s performance, DEG and OeEB developed a survey tool that was sent out to all clients. In total, DEG and OeEB received 181 survey responses. It is
assumed that those clients who see gender as a topic for themselves were more likely to respond (“selection bias”), thereby reducing the representativeness of the sample.
i
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At individual organizational level (at DFIs/investors’ and clients’ organizations), it was found that women’s leadership can have positive effects on women’s economic empowerment if pre-conditions in the following four action
areas are met:

In the cooperation between DFIs/Investors and clients, transformative effects on women’s leadership at client
level can be achieved through the following approaches (including exemplary measures):

Thus, the study provides key insights into the enabling factors for women’s leadership and economic empowerment
and how DFIs and other investors can contribute to it.
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1

Introduction to the Study

The World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Report 2021 estimates that it will take another 267.6 years to close
the global gender gap in economic participation and opportunity2. This prognosis builds on two contrasting
developments: While the number of women among skilled professionals is rising, and wage equality on average
increasing, overall income disparities remain. Moreover, low representation of women in leadership positions persists, whose share constitutes less than one-third of all managerial positions globally. Since the outbreak of the
Covid-19 pandemic, gender gaps in labor force participation,
hiring rates, promotions and leadership roles have additionally
Women’s economic empowerment is dewidened, stalling careers, and jeopardizing financial security
fined as a process “whereby women and
of women3.
girls experience transformation in power
and agency, as well as economic advanceThese worrisome trends call for increased global efforts to
ment”. “Power” can take different dimenpromote women’s economic empowerment (see box) as a
sions, ranging from individual capabilities
prerequisite for achieving gender equality. It is not only “the
and self-belief (“within”) to economic deciright thing to do” to realize human rights and dignity for all,
sion-making power within households and
and to contribute to achieving global development goals, such
communities (“to”) to access to and control
as the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs); it is also
over assets (“over”) to the ability to organize
“the smart thing to do” as gender diversity in the workplace
with others to enhance economic activities
presents an opportunity for economic growth and enhanced
4
and rights (“with”)1. Women’s economic
business performance . Research points to increased benefits
empowerment is one step toward achieving
such as higher return on equity, employee engagement, repgender equality.
utation, and governance for companies with more women in
top management and on boards5.
Against this background, the G7 Development Finance Institutions’ (DFIs) launch of the 2X Challenge for Financing
Women7 in 2018 has presented a major commitment to mobilizing private sector investments for women to advance
as entrepreneurs, business leaders, employees, and consumers in developing markets. DEG and OeEB, both members of the DFI Gender Finance Collaborative and 2X Challenge, have both increased their gender-lens investing
(see box) efforts to assess and strengthen their investment portfolio
to meaningfully contribute to gender equality. So far, initiatives inGender-lens investing refers to priclude the offering of tailor-made business support services or the
vate sector investment activities that
provision of networks and contacts in the field of gender-lens inprovide women in developing markets
vesting to clients.
with 1) improved access to and use of
capital, including entrepreneurship; 2)
With a view to strengthening current efforts, including integrating
workplace equity, referring to fairness
gender into the institutions’ impact measurement, DEG and OeEB
for women in the workforce, including
commissioned Syspons GmbH to conduct this research study on
in leadership positions, and ensuring
the transformative impact of gender-lens investing. Gendersupport for their workplace needs; and
lens investing is increasingly receiving international attention. Yet,
3) products and services that enhance
empirical evidence on how private sector investment activities actheir economic participation6.
tually achieve their intended effects on women’s economic empowerment and gender equality is limited.
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To this end, the study had three goals:
1.

2.

3.

1.1

To better understand the impact of private sector investments on gender equality in developing
markets, expanding DEG’s and OeEB’s knowledge
base on their potential to contribute to transformative change (see box).
To develop theories of change as a basis for the
institutions’ future strategy design on genderlens investing.
To lay the foundation for integrating gender into
the two institutions’ impact measurement.

Gender-transformative
change
is
achieved by approaches that “address the
causes of gender-based inequalities and
work to transform harmful gender roles,
norms, and power relations”8. In contrast
to gender-blind (ignores), gender-aware
(acknowledges), and gender-responsive
(acknowledges and considers specific gender needs) approaches, gender transformation aims to tackle the root causes that
perpetuate gender inequality, such as social structures and policies that are legitimized by prevailing social norms9.

Methodological Approach

To meet the three study goals, Syspons’ methodological approach
proceeded as follows: At first, the study team conducted an inNote on terminology: This study and
depth literature review as well as exploratory interviews with exits findings broadly address “invesperts in the field to assess the current state of empirical knowledge
tors”, including DFIs, as “any person
on gender-lens investing and its effects on women’s economic emor entity committing capital with expowerment and gender equality (“gender-lens investing in theory”).
pectation of receiving financial reFurthermore, the investment portfolio of both DEG and OeEB was
turns”10. This may be achieved with difanalyzed by applying the 2X Challenge criteria. Based on these inferent instruments, such as debt or eqsights, the study team developed a theory of change for both inuity finance. The term “client” refers
stitutions, laying out theoretical hypotheses of how the two DFIs are
to any person or entity with whom an
currently and could in the future contribute to women’s economic
investor has a contract to perform inempowerment and gender equality (see chapter 4.1). Then, in three
vestment services. DEG’s and OeEB’s
case studies with clients of DEG and OeEB, these hypotheses were
investment portfolios comprise four
assessed in an exploratory manner. In selecting the case studies,
“client types”: Financial institutions,
attention was paid to ensuring that the diversity of different client
funds, corporates, and project finance.
types (fund, financial institution, and corporate) as well as in organization’s current efforts in promoting gender equality were reflected. To narrow the scope of analysis and generate in-depth insights, the case studies focused on the role of
women’s organizational leadership for women’s economic empowerment. Building on the findings, the study
team further refined the theory of change and developed recommendations on how DFIs and other investors can
increase their contribution to gender equality in developing markets through gender-lens investing (“gender-lens
investing in practice”).
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1.2

Study Limitations

Due to scope and resource constraints, this research study faced several limitations which should be considered
in the interpretation of the findings of the following report. These include, inter alia:


The availability and generalizability of and extent to which academic and grey literature could be analyzed. While a large body of research exists on women’s economic empowerment and gender equality, it
was beyond the scope of the study to extensively review literature related to all relevant aspects. This affected
the extent to which the study’s holistic understanding of women’s economic empowerment could be operationalized. Moreover, the transferability of empirical evidence to the work of DFIs and other investors proved
limited. DFI publications and grey literature on potential transformative effects of gender-lens investing, in
turn, are restricted to anecdotal evidence.



The low number and exploratory nature of case studies, which are not representative. Only three case
studies with DEG and/or OeEB clients could be conducted in the scope of the study to generate learnings on
gender-lens investing in practice. In addition to the limited generalizability of findings, the level of insights
was further limited by the fact that gender-lens investing efforts of both DEG and OeEB as well as clients are
still in their build-up phase. Adopting an exploratory approach, the study team focused on generating insights
into specific impact hypotheses on women’s leadership as one aspect of women’s economic empowerment,
and on the potential role DFIs and other investors could play
in the future to strengthen their clients’ efforts in this regard.
An intersectional analysis looks at
These insights are, based on interviews with employees that
the multiple factors that shape
were selected by the respective client, adding potential bias.
identities and affect individuals’
The limited investigation of intersectional effects of genlives and experiences in an interder-lens investing beyond a focus on women. It is notesecting manner, including, inter
worthy that the focus on “women” throughout the study risks
alia, gender, race, class, age, to inreinforcing a binary view of gender and limits the ability to
form programs and policies that
investigate intersectional effects of gender-lens investing (see
can address these differences11.
box). Despite the study’s focus on gender-specific challenges
Moving from one dominant social
and opportunities, its findings offer an entry point for further
category such as gender to underinvestigation of intersecting power dynamics and inequalities.
standing how ascribed identities inThey aim to contribute to further discussions on the integrafluence inequalities is considered
tion of gender and intersectionality in gender-lens investing
key to enabling gender transforstrategies, which 2X Challenge members, including DEG and
mation.
OeEB, are currently exploring.
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1.3

Report Structure

This final study report presents the overall findings of the research study on the transformative impact of genderlens investing. It is structured as follows:






Chapter 2 introduces the current state of empirical knowledge on the relationship between gender-lens
investing and women’s economic empowerment, constituting the theoretical foundation of the study
(“gender-lens investing in theory”).
Chapter 3 provides insights into the implementation of gender-lens investing through an analysis of DEG’s
and OeEB’s current investment portfolio based on the 2X Challenge criteria as well as key findings from
the three case studies (“gender-lens investing in practice”).
Chapter 4 comprises the theory of change on gender-lens investing that was developed based on insights
gained from all data collection methods, and key takeaways that can guide DFIs and other investors in
strengthening their gender-lens investing efforts with a particular focus on women’s leadership.
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2

Gender-Lens Investing in Theory

What evidence exists on the transformative effects of gender-lens investing on women’s economic empowerment?
How does it relate to other aspects gender equality? How are DFIs currently addressing gender equality?
An extensive review of existing literature and exploratory interviews reveals that there is currently no generalizable
empirical evidence on the effects of gender-lens investing on women’s economic empowerment and other
areas of influence relevant to women’s empowerment. This is due to a lack of data and academic literature that is
transferable to the work of DFIs and other investors. Publications by DFIs, in turn, focus mostly on the business case
for gender-lens investing or present anecdotal examples to report on initiatives that are implemented to contribute
to gender equality. How gender-lens investing activities achieve their intended impact on women’s economic empowerment and gender equality is, however, less evident. This underlines the research gap that DEG’s and OeEB’s
study aims to address by collecting evidence on the link between DFIs’ and other investors’ influence on women’s
economic empowerment and gender equality outcomes beyond a focus on the business case.
While existing literature does not provide for generalizable empirical evidence, its review allows for the development
of first insights and hypotheses on how DFIs and other investors may impact women’s economic empowerment
through gender-lens investing. In the presentation of key lessons learned from the literature this study adopts a
holistic understanding of women’s economic empowerment, as defined in the introduction (see box). This holistic
understanding underlines that the success of any intervention on women’s economic empowerment depends on its
contribution not only to the enhancement of women’s financial situation, but also of social and political empowerment at individual, family, community, and institutional levels. Consequently, the interaction of women’s economic
empowerment with other aspects of gender equality needs to be considered. As a particular emphasis of the literature is placed on the interaction of women’s economic empowerment with gender-based violence and harassment
(GBVH), reproductive empowermentii and sectoral and occupational segregation, amongst others, these aspects
were taken up as important areas of influence in the following presentation of key lessons that can be drawn from
the literature and expert interviews.

2.1

How to Make Women’s Economic Empowerment Transformative

In unraveling the factors that enable interventions to unfold transformative effects on women’s economic empowerment, academic literature points to the following key lessons:
Embracing complexity: Extensive research on women’s economic empowerment has concluded that it is a complex
and multi-layered process. Since outcomes are highly context-specific and depend on program design and implementation, interventions must go beyond a “one-size-fits-all” approach. Multi-country studies12 shed light on the
various factors that can influence women’s economic empowerment directly and indirectly: These are linked to
women’s individual and collective experiences (including education, skills, access to decent work, care work, access
to property and financial services, social protection) and structural conditions (including labor market structures,
legal, regulatory and policy framework, gender norms). Moreover, studies demonstrate that an automatic “win-win”
between wider development outcomes and gender equality cannot be assumed13.
Focusing on Power and Agency: In line with a holistic understanding of women’s economic empowerment, economic opportunities do not lead to empowerment per se. Yet, most programs tend to primarily focus on income
and access to opportunities14, with less consideration given to women’s and girls’ power and agency. Beyond a
⸻
In the study, we defined reproductive empowerment as including “women’s ability to make decisions around fertility, express their sexual rights, and have access to a full
range of reproductive health care services” (Gammage, S., Joshi, S., can der Meulen Rogers, Y., 2020. The Intersection of Women’s Economic Empowerment and Reproductive
Empowerment. Feminist Economics, 26(1), p.3. https://doi.org/10.1080/13545701.2019.1674451). The concept was further broadened to include access to support in caregiving and childcare.
ii
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narrow focus on economic opportunities, interventions must understand how socio-cultural contexts, including social norms and beliefs, influence women’s capacity to participate in, command, and benefit from resources and
opportunities to enhance women’s voice, choice, and decision-making power15.
Transforming Norms: Attitudes, norms, and behaviors of women and men, which differ drastically by context,
influence the outcome and impact of programming for women’s economic empowerment. Consequently, interventions need to be norm-aware and -transformative to achieve transformative effects on gender equality, e.g., by
overcoming stereotypes in job selection, and involving men and boys to address questions of masculinity16.
Thinking Intersectional: In addition to asking “what works” for women’s economic empowerment, institutions must
ask “for whom” and move beyond relying on assumptions of how heterogeneity affects program outcomes17. Too
often, women are considered a homogeneous group, yet different sections of the population must overcome different discriminatory barriers (such as women of different ethnic backgrounds, with disabilities, of different age,
with children). Here, intersectional perspectives on women’s economic empowerment that take into account the
interaction and overlapping of different forms of discrimination are crucial18.
Building Commitment: Effective programming for women’s economic empowerment moves beyond a focus on
individual women to address the responsibility and role played by men and institutions19. This means acknowledging
that barriers to women’s economic opportunities are not accidental and for them to overcome. Rather, they have
been built and maintained by institutions and gender relations between men and women. Ownership, commitment,
and active involvement of institutions and men in women’s economic empowerment is therefore a prerequisite for
transformation20.
Strengthening Solidarity and Networks: Women’s economic empowerment capitalizes on relationships and collectivization21. Linking interventions to gender advocacy and movements has proven to make them more successful,
e.g., by cooperating with women’s rights organization and hiring staff with expertise in the field of women’s empowerment and gender equality to work on women’s economic empowerment initiatives22.
Moving beyond counting Women: Women’s economic empowerment is a complex process that is difficult to
measure. With a view to a holistic understanding of women’s economic empowerment, there is a lack of comprehensive measurement and data, especially on changes in agency, norms, and attitudes23. While more work is needed
to develop measures that can holistically assess women’s economic empowerment in different local contexts, it is
also important to continue assessing women’s economic empowerment qualitatively.
These key lessons on factors that enable interventions to unfold transformative effects on women’s economic empowerment also constitute the basis for this study’s hypotheses development.

2.2

How to Think beyond Women’s Economic Empowerment

Adding to the key elements that make interventions unfold transformative effects on women’s economic empowerment, the current state of empirical knowledge allows for insights into the interaction of women’s economic
empowerment with other impact areas that need to be considered in the design of gender-lens investing
measures:
Ensuring safety: Programming for women’s economic empowerment can either increase or decrease GBV. The
evidence is inconsistent. Any intervention aiming for holistic positive effects for the safety of women need to actively
prevent and respond to GBVH. This may include a comprehensive consideration of social norms, creation of safe
spaces, reporting and referral pathways24. For investors, guidance exists on incorporating the risk their investments
are exposed to as a result of GBV into due diligence process25. Besides it being “the right thing” to do, evidence also
RESEARCH STUDY ON THE TRANSFORMATIVE IMPACT OF GENDER-LENS INVESTING
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points to business benefits from reducing GBVH, including enhanced productivity and profitability due to improved
working conditions, impacting, inter alia, employee well-being, motivation, and loyalty, and brand image26.
Enabling reproductive and educational choices: Employment and reproductive empowerment are closely linked.
Whether women can take up economic opportunities and under which conditions is closely linked to their freedom
to make reproductive choices27. Shared responsibility for care work between men and women, provision of highquality care facilities as well as social protection should be promoted to holistically reach women’s economic empowerment outcomes28. In addition, reproductive empowerment (increasing availability and affordability of contraception, knowledge about it, and power and agency to access) needs to go hand in hand with building human
capital through education and training29, a driver of women’s economic empowerment in itself. Together, these
factors are key drivers to reach the demographic dividend, which refers to the boost in economic growth that can
result from changes in a country’s population age structureiii.
Bridging sectoral, occupational and pay gaps: Sectoral and occupational segregation by gender is indicative of
persisting discriminatory gender norms and structures30. Gendered segregation in unpaid and paid work, driven by
gendered stereotypes as well as non-inclusive education and work environments (e.g., harassment of women in
male-dominated fields, lack of childcare support), influence job preferences. Therefore, despite rising female labor
force participation and education levels, segregation is still increasing. Women still prefer moving into professions
that are more likely to be compatible with care responsibilities (and are hence female dominated), such as health,
education, and public services31. Compared to traditionally male-dominated fields, including science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics (STEM), they are overrepresented in more precarious work environments with lower
pay, and limited opportunities for career advancement32. Holistic women’s economic empowerment consequently
needs to improve the quality of jobs in female-dominated fields and contribute to transforming gender norms and
structures that keep women out of certain fields and occupations (e.g., through role models, mentorship, encouraging men taking over care responsibilities, addressing harassment at bias in work environments, enabling flexible
working hours also at high-level positions)33.

2.3

How DFIs Currently Think About the Effects of Gender-Lens Investing

While the academic literature sheds light on important aspects of women’s economic empowerment that genderlens investing activities must consider, its link to DFIs and other investors and their impact in this regard remains
understudied. Grey literature by and on DFIs’ workiv reveal the current state of the field:
Investing in gender equality as a DFI: In recent years, DFIs have made significant efforts to mainstream gender
into their investment portfolios to increase impact on gender equality. Across DFIs, a gender-lens investing community has developed with the commitment to promote justice, equality, diversity, and inclusion (e.g, GenderSmart
Investing34). While this prevailing motivation is progressive, the “business case” narrative for gender equality, which
promotes the economic potential of women’s inclusion and empowerment, largely dominates DFI strategies. Concrete activities include the investment in women-owned companies, their inclusion in the value chain, investment in
women-focused community projects or in financial institutions that aim to increase financial resources for women.
Increasingly, DFIs also offer tailored technical assistance for their portfolio to mainstream gender equality within
organizations.

⸻
In line with the study’s understanding of reproductive empowerment, a country’s working-age population grows larger relative to the young dependent population as
fertility rates decrease. With more (female) people entering the labor force and fewer children to support, a country has a window of opportunity for rapid economic
growth. For more information, see Bill & Melinda Gates Institute for Population and Reproductive Health at the John Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health: https://demographicdividend.org/about-demographic-dividend/
iv
The review focused on overarching documents, and included DEG, OeEB, CDC, FMO, and IFC.
iii
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What is missing so far is comprehensive research that assesses how and under which circumstances these activities
contribute to women’s economic empowerment and gender equality outcomes35. Anecdotal evidence suggests that
effects include improved skills, professional advancement, job quality, job security, and consequently higher wages
resulting ultimately in a better standard of living. Yet, to what extent gender-lens investing activities have transformative effects on gender equality beyond economic growth, and how impact of gender-lens investing can consequently be measured, requires further examination.

2.4

Guiding Hypotheses and Research Gaps

The current state of academic knowledge on women’s economic empowerment suggests that if gender-lens investing interventions take the above outlined key lessons (see chapter 2.1 and 2.2) into consideration, they should have
their intended transformative impact on women’s economic empowerment and gender equality at large. To what
extent such respective considerations are already implemented and hold true will be explored through a closer look
at current gender-lens investing activities in practice.

3

Gender-Lens Investing in Practice

What does gender-lens investing currently look like in practice? How can gender-lens investing activities from DFIs
and other investors achieve their intended transformative impact on women’s economic empowerment and gender
equality, and, in particular, on women’s leadership?
Departing from the learnings that the current state of empirical knowledge on the relationship between genderlens investing and women’s economic empowerment could provide, additional evidence on the link between DFIs’
and other investors’ potential influence on women’s economic empowerment and gender equality was collected.
An analysis of DEG’s and OeEB’s current portfolio based on the 2X Challenge criteria as well as three case studies
with clients of DEG and/or OeEB served to explore theoretical hypotheses and generate key findings that led to the
development of the institutions’ theory of change (see chapter 4.1) and recommendations on how DFIs and other
investors can increase their impact on gender equality in developing markets through gender-lens investing.

3.1

State of Gender-Lens Investing at DEG and OeEB: A 2X Challenge
Portfolio Review

The 2X Challenge portfolio review contributes four key insights to this study:
1.
2.

3.
4.

It outlines to what extent the current international standard for gender-lens investing, the 2X Challenge, is
fulfilled.
It identifies which aspects of women’s economic empowerment (according to the fulfillment of individual 2X
criteria) are more often fulfilled than others, showing strengths and room for improvement within the portfolio.
It outlines central needs of clients, for which they consider the support of DEG and OeEB especially crucial.
It underlines the limitations of the 2X Challenge in measuring impact on gender equality.

Overall, the insights thereby provide guidance for the thematic focus and key research questions of the in-depth
case study analysis.
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3.1.1 Introduction to the 2X Challenge
The “2X Challenge: Financing for Women” is an initiative36 established in 2018, calling for the G7 and other DFIs
to join together and collectively mobilize capital to invest in “the world’s women” and advance gender equality. The
“2X” thereby refers to the multiplier effect of investing in women as entrepreneurs, managers, employees, and consumers. To assess whether an investment is “2X aligned”, five 2X criteria and sub-criteria were developed based on
existing international good practices (see figure 1 for 2X version 1.0). Please note that these criteria have been
updated in a new version 2.0 in June 2021, which is not included in the following analysisv. An investment
can be considered 2X aligned when at least one of the five 2X criteria, namely entrepreneurship, leadership, employment, consumption, or, for funds and financial institutions, investments through financial intermediaries, is fulfilled at the time of investment. While the 2X criteria claim not to be perfect, taking the 2X Challenge as a starting
point to further refine these criteria and develop good practices for investing in women, they are currently considered a key international standard for gender-lens investing that DFIs such as DEG and OeEB follow.
Figure 1: The 2X Challenge Criteria (Version 1.0)37

Please note that a new version 2.0 of the 2X Challenge criteria has been released in June 2021.

3.1.2 Note on Portfolio Review Methodology
Applying the 2X Challenge criteria, a survey tool was developed by DEG and OeEB to assess the two DFIs’ investment portfolio’s current positioning in terms of gender-lens investing. Additional questions based on theoretical
⸻
Since the analysis of the 2X Survey data was completed in May 2021, the entire evaluation and its findings refer to the 2018-2020 version of the 2X criteria. For the in June
2021 updated version of the 2X criteria, please refer to: 2X Challenge, 2021. Guide to the 2X Criteria – Version 2.0. https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b180402c3c16a6fe0001e45/t/60bfe7c22d1a9a22ea0b775e/1623189445146/2XReferenceGuide_Designed_June+2021+UPDATE_final.pdf. Changes since this study’s 2X
portfolio analysis was conducted include: The threshold for criterion 2A (share of women in senior management) was set at 30% for all sectors. Furthermore, to fulfill the
2X Challenge, funds and financial institutions lending to businesses were determined to meet at least the indirect main criterion 5 (investments through financial intermediaries) and one of the direct main criteria 1-4. As opposed to financial institutions lending to businesses, financial institutions lending to individual women must now meet
main criterion 4 (consumption) and at least one of the other direct main criteria 1-3 to be 2X aligned.
v
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insights were also integrated to better understand where clients currently go beyond international standards, and
where support from DEG and OeEB would be desirable to scale efforts and impact on women’s economic empowerment and gender equality.
The survey was sent out to all DEG and OeEB clients. In total, DEG and OeEB received 181 survey responses (132
of DEG, 49 of OeEB) that were analyzed. It is assumed that those clients who see gender equality as a priority
themselves were more likely to respond (“selection bias”), thereby reducing the representativeness of the sample.
To provide detailed insights on the strengths and potential for improvement of the common investment portfolio,
the study team assessed the portfolio’s responses based on two levels of alignment:
1.
2.

2X Challenge fulfillment: The share of investments fulfilling at least one of the above described 2X criteria.
2X Criteria fulfillment: The average share of fulfilled 2X criteria per DFI investment.

The following figure depicts how the two levels are calculated and to be interpretated based on an example.
Figure 2: Example of 2X Challenge and 2X Criteria Fulfillment Assessment

3.1.3 Results of the 2X Challenge Portfolio Review
In general, the 2X Challenge portfolio review revealed that a majority of the two DFIs’ investments which took
part in the survey fulfill the 2X Challenge, thereby adhering to current international standards in the field of gender-lens investing. As graph 1 shows, 69,7% of DEG’s and 79,6% of OeEB’s investments met at least one of the 2X
criteria at the time of request.
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Graph 1: Overall Fulfillment of 2X Challenge and 2X Criteria

With a share of above 80%, the investment type that performed particularly well on 2X alignment for both DEB
(81%) and OeEB (89%) was financial institution, as depicted in graph 2. In comparison, project finance and funds
for DEG fulfilled the 2XC Challenge only to 40% and to 64% respectively. For OeEB, the types of investments that
performed less well on 2X Challenge fulfillment are corporates (67%) and funds (69%).
Graph 2: Overall Fulfillment of 2X Challenge and 2X Criteria by Investment Type

In this graph and in the following graphs, the investment type “fund” is further differentiated into equity fund (“fund”)
and debt fund (“debt fund”).
A closer look at the 2X Criteria fulfillment score in graphs 1 and 2 reveals that while a majority of the two DFIs’
investments are 2X aligned, there is potential for scaling efforts on gender equality: Of the five 2X criteria, the
DEG and OeEB portfolio currently fulfills approximately 1.5 criteria on average. While this demonstrates that
some investments, in particular financial institutions, already go beyond the basic requirement of meeting at least
one 2X criterion, it invites thinking about whether more ambitious targets could be set to scale the impact of genderlens investing in multiple dimensions of women’s economic empowerment.
In this regard, the portfolio assessment took a closer look at those 2X criteria and sub-criteria that were more easily
met by the portfolio than others, identifying current strengths and gaps within the portfolio (see graph 3 and 4).
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Graph 3: Fulfillment of the 2X Criteria

Graph 4: Fulfillment of the 2X Challenge by Criteria and Investment Type

As graph 3 and 4 reveal, DEG’s and OeEB’s portfolios perform particularly well on the 2X criterion 2, namely
“leadership”. This is due to sub-criterion 2A, a share of women in senior management of 20-30% (see graph 5-6),
being met by more than 50% of 2X aligned DEG and OeEB investments. The fulfillment of sub-criterion 2B, however,
which measures the proportion of women on the board/IC, is comparatively low among all investment types. Consequently, it can be concluded that the fulfillment of the leadership criterion plays an important role in the fulfillment
of DEG’s and OeEB’s portfolio of the 2X Challenge, and, more specifically, the portfolio’s scoring on the share of
women in senior management.
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Graph 5: 2X Challenge Fulfillment by Sub-Criteria

The following graph 6 further breaks down the fulfillment of sub-criteria by investment type:
Graph 6: 2X Challenge Fulfillment by Sub-Criteria and Investment Type
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Further, it is noticeable that sub-criteria 3A (share of women in the workforce) and 3B (one “quality” indicator beyond
compliance) each show at least equally high rates of fulfillment as 2A (share of women in senior management)
among most investment types (see graph 5-6). These sub-criteria indicate that a large share of clients have more
than 50% of women among part-time and full-time employees (3A) or possess a policy or program beyond those
required by local law and minimum E&S standards that addresses barriers to women’s quality employment (3B).
However, clients seem to have difficulties meeting both 3A and 3B to align with the main 2X criterion 3
“employment”, explaining the alignment with the 2X main criterion’s “employment” ranking behind “leadership” (see graph 3).
There is potential to increase the share of investments with female ownership (1A) and businesses founded
by a woman (1B) in the acquisition process. As depicted in graph 3, 8% of DEG and 14% of OeEB2X aligned
investments currently comply with 2x criterion 1 “entrepreneurship”. Taking a closer look at the sub-criteria, only
two clients met criterion 1A, the share of women ownership, and fifteen clients adhered to criterion 1B, business
founded by a woman (see graph 5-6).
Finally, based on an additional question in the 2X survey, clients indicated what kind of support DEG and OeEB could
provide to assist investments in scaling their impact on women’s economic empowerment and gender equality, and
hence in meeting the 2X criteria. In general, clients’ responses indicated a great interest and need for more DFI
support. In this regard, different roles and areas of work were identified for DEG and OeEB as particularly important,
including financial support for gender-related projects, strengthening clients’ and networks, and providing expertise
and educational opportunities. Most requests related to the provision of advice and the arrangement of networking opportunities and mentoring programs by DFIs.
In summary, the 2X portfolio consequently shows that even though most investments of DEG and OeEB are 2X
aligned, there remains a lot of room and willingness from clients to strengthen women’s economic empowerment.
The identified gaps or weaknesses in the portfolio (e.g., share of female owners) provide guidance regarding aspects
in which client clusters should receive particular attention by DFIs.
However, the review also points to key questions that remain unanswered and shall guide the in-depth case study
analysis: It puts forward the question to what extent 2X alignment is a meaningful indicator of impact on
women’s economic empowerment. For instance, is the high fulfillment of the leadership criterion reflective of the
investments’ impact on women’s economic empowerment? In addition, the consultation of clients outlined important support needs. But the question remains, which pathways are particularly effective for DFIs to strengthen
their clients’ impact on women’s economic empowerment.
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3.2

Learnings from Three Case Studies on Promoting Women’s Leadership as One Key Area of Women’s Economic Empowerment

Departing from the numerical insights the portfolio analysis provided based on 2X standards, three exploratory
case studies were conducted with DEG and/or OeEB clients to better understand the relationship between current
gender-lens investing measures and observable effects on women’s economic empowerment and gender equality.
The case studies had three distinct objectives:
1.
2.
3.

Explore DEG’s and OeEB’s theoretical hypotheses on the transformative impact of gender-lens investing as
defined in a preliminary theory of change(see chapter 4.1);
Lay the basis for the two DFIs future impact measurement;
Determine the role and ways in which DEG and OeEB can strengthen their impact on women’s economic
empowerment and gender equality, including at client level.

To narrow the thematic scope of the analysis, the three exploratory case studies focused on one key area of women’s
economic empowerment, namely women’s leadershipvi. The interest in gaining in-depth insights into this aspect
is based on previous study insights: First, in line with a holistic understanding of women’s economic empowerment,
there is a need to understand not only how women’s access to economic opportunities, but also to enhanced power
and agency can be promoted within private sector organizations. Second, the 2X portfolio analysis revealed that
DEG and OeEB investments tend to perform particularly well in the 2X leadership category. It is known that tackling
gender inequalities in leadership can help reduce related inequalities, such as the gender pay gap and gender
differences in wealth and economic security38. Having more women in top management and on boards is also
associated with increased benefits such as higher return on equity, employee engagement, reputation, and improved governance39. Yet, the question remains how women’s leadership actually relates to transformative impacts
on women’s economic empowerment.
This question is not only relevant to the field of development finance and gender-lens investing: Women’s leadership is often internationally regarded as an indicator of women’s economic empowerment. For instance, the UN
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), recognizes the importance of enhancing women’s full and effective participation and equal opportunities for leadership (SDG 5.5) to increase gender equality globally40. As a key indicator for economic participation the SDGs measure “the proportion of women in managerial positions”.
Against this background, the case studies with three DEG and/or OeEB clients (see table 1) sought to gain
insights into the factors and pre-conditions that enhance women’s career advancement and leadership at
the clients’ organizational level and the transformative effects that women’s leadership can unfold on
women’s economic empowerment. Based on the findings, a set of recommendations could be developed to guide
DFIs and other investors regarding measures that should be encouraged in the process of gender-lens investing in
order to enable transformative effects for women’s leadership and economic empowerment.

⸻
Women's leadership is the main aspect of women’s economic empowerment that was explored in three case studies. For this purpose, women’s leadership was broadly
defined as: "Persons identifying as women taking up leadership positions of real power in clients'/investees' workplaces, e.g., on Boards/ICs or in senior management."
Please note that this is different referring to women’s leadership as a gender-specific leadership style.
vi
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Table 1: Case Studies
TBC Bank

Kandeo Fund

UMKA

TBC Bank41 is the leading universal bank-

Kandeo Fund42 is an asset manager fo-

UMKA43 is a cardboard factory located in

ing group in Georgia. Founded in 1992. It

cused on providing financial services to

the suburbs of the Serbian capital Bel-

serves approximately 2.6 million custom-

people and small and medium-sized en-

grade. It is part of the Kappa Star Group.

ers across Georgia. With a share of ap-

terprises (SMEs) that are under-served by

Founded in 1939, it has a longstanding

proximately 70% of almost 8.000 employ-

traditional financial systems in Colombia,

tradition in the traditionally male-domi-

ees, TBC has a female-dominated (and

Mexico, and Peru. Founded in 2010, Kan-

nated manufacturing industry. In contrast

young) workforce. To strengthen its al-

deo currently operates two private equity

to overall representation at the factory, a

ready strong internal work culture, TBC is

and one debt fund. Investors include pen-

disproportionately high share of women is

currently undergoing a process to further

sion funds, fund of funds, DFIs, family of-

employed at managerial level. Following a

incorporate gender equality at an organi-

fices, investment banks, and endowments.

growth in production and hence employ-

zational level.

Kandeo is particularly committed to pro-

ment, UMKA is currently formalizing its

moting gender equality and tracks and

social impact commitment.

The case study assisted in gathering additional knowledge on how empowering
work environments may be formalized
and further promoted.

successfully enhances female representation at all levels of its portfolio companies.
The case study focus was on investigating

The case study focused on how UMKA can
establish an increasingly gender-responsive work environment.

the factors that enabled these achievements.

3.2.1 Key Findings on Women’s Leadership from the Case Studies
Based on the case studies, three key findings regarding the relationship between women’s leadership, transformative effects on women’s empowerment and gender equality and the role of DFIs and other investors as well as
gender-lens investing could be identified:
1.

Women’s leadership can have positive effects on women’s economic empowerment. All three cases
confirmed hypotheses from the academic literature: Female leaders ensure representation of women and
diversify perspectives in decision-making, act as role models, break stereotypes, and often provide guidance for other women who want to advance in their careers44.

2.

However, the case studies also showed that women’s leadership is not per se an indicator of women’s
economic empowerment. Four action areas were identified (see below), in which the pre-conditions for
women’s leadership need to be laid on organizational level. Depending on the type of measures pursued
to enable women’s leadership, the transformative effects of women’s leadership differ. The case studies
provide detailed insights into the type of measures that ensure women’s representation (as the basis for
women’s leadership), that create an environment of active empowerment (that counter gender-specific
barriers), or that contribute to transforming unequal gender relations (that change norms and structures).

3.

Gender-lens investing can have direct effects on women’s leadership and enable transformative impact on women’s empowerment and gender equality. All case studies confirmed that DFIs and other
investors can play a key role in enabling transformative effects on women’s empowerment by being a role
model, providing technical assistance, setting minimum requirements, and measuring impact on gender
equality as well as through their access to networks. However, the transformative potential greatly depends
on the form of measures that are promoted at the respective client’s organizational level through genderlens investing. Based on the types of measures (see above key finding 2), the transformative effects differ,
in that either representation, empowerment or gender transformation are promoted.
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The four key action areas, in which the pre-conditions for transformative women’s leadership are laid, are presented in the following chapters. These are:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Leadership Commitment;
Equal Work Opportunities;
Training and Development;
Wellbeing, Safety and Work Environments.

As outlined above, measures in each of these key areas were found to enable women’s leadership. However, they
differ in terms of their transformative effects on women’s economic empowerment and gender equality (see figure
3). They can be:
(1) Measures that enable equal representation: ensure access for women to leadership positions, meaning
that there the basic pre-conditions for women to be represented in leadership positions without discrimination are met
(2) Measures of empowerment: go beyond representation and recognize that access needs to be accompanied by specific gender-responsive actions and commitment to remove workplace barriers for women.
(3) Measures that transform gender relations: actively tackle the structural root causes that perpetuate gender inequality for sustainable change, e.g., by focusing on norms change.
These measures are not mutually exclusive but build on each other, since measures of empowerment and transformation will have little effect without measures for equal representation laying the foundation.
Figure 3: Structure of Findings
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3.2.2 Leadership Commitment
In all three case studies, leadership commitment to gender equality proved central in promoting women’s leadership. The findings showed that buy-in and support “from the top” influence individual and organizational behavior and efforts that promote women’s leadership as well as work culture and policies. Across participating case study
organizations, female employees reported that an open commitment to gender equality from leadership was a key
determinant for them to pursue a career in the respective company and to be successful in their careers. They
identified a variety of effective actions of leadership commitment that positively impact opportunities for women
and addressed structural inequalities within their organization. They also outlined persisting gaps to gender equality,
where a stronger commitment from leadership would be necessary. These case study findings strongly resonate
with academic literature, which emphasizes the need to build commitment of institutions and men in transforming
the structural barriers that perpetuate inequality, including harmful gender norms and behavior in order to enable
women’s economic empowerment45.
Overall, within the action area of leadership commitment, the study team identified key measures that can promote
women’s leadership and women’s economic empowerment. These measures differ in terms of their effect on gender
equality. Elementary measures were found to lay the foundation for the representation of women. In addition, gender-responsive and transformative measures of leadership commitment could be identified that contribute to empowerment, and drive the active transformation of gender norms:
Equal representation: An open, consistent commitment to equality and diversity in leadership, as well as its
communication internally, is a key enabling factor for representation of women in leadership. Learnings from case
studies demonstrate that the mere commitment “from the top” builds the foundation for an inclusive workplace
culture that attracts and motivates female talent. In two out of three case studies, the empowering work environment
that female employees experienced was traced back to individual founders and leaders, who instilled values of
gender equality from the top. They ascribed the access of women to leadership positions in male-dominated fields,
e.g., becoming head of risk management in a financial institution, to the core values of equality and respect that
were linked to the company’s leadership commitment. At Kandeo, for instance, female employees emphasized that
their CEO’s great commitment to gender equality attracted them to work at the fund and created opportunities for
women to take on leadership positions. Kandeo’s CEO describes his own role: “I am a policeman and a cheerleader.”
Empowerment: In the action area of leadership commitment, beyond a mere commitment to women’s leadership,
measures can be put in place to actively counter barriers to women’s leadership in a gender-responsive manner. To
this end, case studies underlined the relevance of institutionalizing leadership commitment, through organizational policies, programs, and a public commitment. Especially in growing organizations, interviewees emphasized
that this is central to ensure sustainable, empowering effects of leadership commitment. For instance, in two of
three case studies, the signing and introduction of the UN Women’s Empowerment Principles46 (WEP) was considered a critical measure. The WEP offer internationally recognized guidance on how women’s empowerment and
gender equality can be promoted in the workplace, and in partner and community engagement.
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One case study offered an especially good practice of institutionalizing leadership
commitment, in that beyond the signing of the WEP an organization-wider gender policy and action plan was developed (see good practice example). The importance of developing clear strategies, assigning responsibilities and resources
to policies and action plans was also emphasized in the other two case studies.
As one HR employee put it: “[Structures and policies] need to be introduced from
the top. There needs to be established support, and explanations on how the work
can be achieved”. In line with international standards and the academic literature
on women’s economic empowerment the study team found that respective policies and structures should be based on gender-specific data on the organization
and its context, recognizing that women’s economic empowerment closely interacts with contextual aspects of gender equality. In addition, policies and programs
should be developed and implemented in a participatory manner.
Transformation: Finally, measures of leadership commitment can enable
women’s leadership in a way that contributes to the transformation of gender
relations and counters structural inequalities. The findings highlighted that publicly asserted and lived commitment to gender equality can break stereotypes
and holds the potential for norms change. According to interviewees, the public
positioning of male and female company leaders as advocates for gender equality
has in many cases caused behavioral change of cooperation partners and clients,
or at least made them question own stereotypical assumptions. It provides role
models for women pursuing leadership positions and for men to be a good ally.
In all three case studies, female employees emphasized that seeing and being
supported by female leaders in their organization changed their perspective on
their own opportunities. In addition, in two out of three case studies, employees
report that their leadership confronted sexist or discriminatory behavior in meetings with partners and clients, making further collaboration contingent on an
apology and a respectful work environment.

Good practice: TBC Bank already
has a wide variety of gender-responsive policies and structures in
place (e.g., anti-discrimination
policies). Beyond these, the bank
conducted a comprehensive assessment of its performance
against the WEP principles. Based
on the results the bank is further
reinforcing an explicit gender policy and gender action plan.

Good practice: At Kandeo, employees experienced that some
management teams of portfolio
companies were slightly reluctant
to accept a female head of equity
as a counterpart in the beginning.
Kandeo actively pushed back on
such occasions, making the collaboration contingent on a respectful
cooperation free of discrimination.
Kandeo observed that such negative stereotypes often vanished
during the cooperation and that
partners often changed their perspectives.

Furthermore, building on the institutionalization of internal leadership commitments, the case studies confirmed
the need to actively involve and invest core work time and resources of organizational leaders to realize transformative effects. Across organizations, it was observed that both internally and externally often a gap remains when
it comes to leaders having time and resources available to systematically promote gender equality, e.g., by offer
assistance at management and board level and in the development of internal structures that can promote women’s
leadership. To this end, it is crucial that leaders have an understanding of or consult expertise on gender equality
issues. Transformative measures would consequently entail mandatory trainings for leaders on gender equality,
making gender expertise a requirement in management positions or active collaboration of organizational leadership with gender expertise and advocates. As underlined by academic literature, the active involvement of leaders
in advocacy for gender equality and strengthening solidarity and networks is an effective means to foster transformation on women’s economic empowerment47.

RESEARCH STUDY ON THE TRANSFORMATIVE IMPACT OF GENDER-LENS INVESTING
24 | 40

3.2.3 Equal Opportunities and Non-Discrimination in the Workplace
A second action area to enable women’s leadership and transformative effects on women’s economic empowerment
relates to the creation of equal opportunities and non-discrimination in the workplace. In all three case studies, an
active investment in creating diverse, inclusive work environments that treat women and other previously disadvantaged groups equally was identified as a pre-condition for individual’s empowerment and career advancement.
While freedom from discrimination is a fundamental human right, not only interviewees but also global studies
emphasize the need to increase efforts in its realization: Most recently, the Covid-19 pandemic laid bare how women
across the world disproportionately suffer from job and income losses due to their overrepresentation in the hardest-hit, often precarious sectors, as well as their double-burden in balancing care and professional responsibilities48.
The case studies highlight different actions with transformative potential for women’s leadership and empowerment,
including the removal of barriers to enhanced diversity in hiring and promotion practices. In line with literature
findings, practical experiences of organizations also confirmed that more gender-balanced workforces and leadership promote governance, employee engagement, reputation, as well as business performance49.
The cases of UMKA, Kandeo, and TBC Bank reveal important lessons on good practices regarding measures that
effectively create more equal workplace opportunities and counter the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic. Again,
identified measures within the action area of equal opportunities and non-discrimination in the workplace can be
clustered according to their different transformative potential for women’s leadership and economic empowerment:
Equal Representation: According to the case studies, a first step towards ensuring equal opportunities as a prerequisite for women’s leadership is recognition. This means that organizations need to embrace the importance of attracting, developing, and retaining a diverse employee base. As interviewed
employees experienced, tapping into diverse talent pools enriches teams by
bringing in different perspectives, making work environments more creative
and productive. Moreover, it was agreed that ensuring non-discrimination
should be a core value to be respected by each and everyone within an organization. However, as case studies revealed, not only explicit but also implicit
forms of discrimination can create barriers to women’s career advancement,
such as unconscious preferences for hiring men into certain sectors and occupations. To this end, effective measures that enable more equal representation
within organizations should, according to employees, ensure non-discrimination in hiring and promotion processes for all positions. Transparency is one
aspect that can remove barriers to women’s career advancement by reducing
room for gender-specific assumptions.

Good practice: At UMKA, women
considered it important to have
the same opportunities to access
jobs in production or sales as men,
even though the more difficult
working conditions are deemed inappropriate for them. Study participants identified transparent HR
and promotion processes, e.g.,
through clear key performance indicators and qualification criteria,
as effective measures in promoting
women’s representation and access to leadership positions in previously male-dominated fields.

Empowerment: Beyond enabling access to positions, the case studies confirmed that the development and implementation of anti-discrimination policies are key to actively countering structural barriers to equal opportunities.
To bridge persisting gaps, such as in terms of women’s opportunities in certain sectors and with regards to ensuring
equal pay, policies need to be accompanied by a systematic approach that collects data, monitors, and steers
implementation results. On the one hand, interviewees highlighted that transparent hiring procedures and career
pathways, anti-discrimination, and equal remuneration policies are incremental in promoting equal treatment and
creating empowering work environments. On the other hand, it was also emphasized that reaching desired effects
on women’s leadership and empowerment requires measures that actively strengthen opportunities for women.
These may include specific internship and mentorship programs that can enhance diversity in certain sectors where
women remain underrepresented. Two out of three case studies actively recruit and develop female talent in maledominated field, e.g., in IT or finance, to enhance diversity and women’s opportunities.
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Transformation: Based on the evidence the case studies provided, the study
team together with interviewees identified one powerful measure that holds
the potential for driving transformative change for women’s leadership
through equal workplace opportunities: To counter implicit gender biases in
hiring and promotion processes, the mandatory participation of leaders and
HR professionals in gender bias trainings is key. This has been identified a
gap in all case studies, where employees from different cultural contexts emphasized that women are more likely to hold back or are under more pressure
to proof themselves in hiring and promotion processes. These and other gender biases and stereotypes that influence HR processes can be revealed and
tackled in respective trainings.

Good practice: To encourage a
more inclusive hiring and promotion process, TBC Bank is currently
working on providing gender focused trainings to its employees.
As international good practices reveal, organizations can also develop an internal pipeline for high
potential female leaders to be considered in promotion decisions.

3.2.4 Wellbeing, Safety and Empowering Work Environments
The case studies revealed that whether leadership commitment and equal opportunities in HR processes can unfold
their intended effects on women’s leadership and economic empowerment also depends on a third action area: The
creation of a work environment that is empowering and cares for the wellbeing and safety of its employees.
As literature, but also personal insights of interviewees revealed, women’s preferences for taking up economic opportunities depend on several factors, including their education and training, care responsibilities, and gender stereotypes faced in personal and professional spheres, including safety concerns related to GBVH. While these aspects
are highly context-specific, and depend on the interaction with individual, family, organizational, and societal levels,
work environments matter. In promoting women’s employment and career advancement, all case studies demonstrated that the support received from organization had a crucial influence on women’s economic opportunities.
Within the action area of promoting wellbeing, safety, and empowering work environments for transformative effects on women’s leadership and economic empowerment, the following measures stood out as supporting equal
representation, empowerment of women and the transformation of gender norms:
Equal representation: In all three case studies, a main inhibitor to strengthening women’s career advancement was
considered to relate to individuals’ limited awareness of the societal and gender norms that affect women’s opportunities. A powerful measure in creating the basis for an enabling work environment is hence the building of a
common understanding of gender-specific barriers to equal representation. For instance, interviewed female
employees in one case study valued the understanding of colleagues when it comes to family commitments: “That
managers always respond to their kids’ phone calls is an important signal to everyone in the company”. In raising
awareness, the consideration of care responsibilities and GBVH, and the promotion of allyship as well as role modeling in their response, were repeatedly mentioned as contributing to an inclusive work culture that allows women
to thrive professionally. One case study also showed that such measures are equally important in organizations
where women are already well represented in leadership, since this may conceal the barriers that continue to persist
for other women, e.g., of younger age, lower socioeconomic status, or color.
Empowerment: To promote women’s leadership and economic empowerment through enabling work environments, gender-responsive actions to remove gendered workplace barriers are needed beyond raising awareness.
As the key challenge for women to take up leadership positions across organizations, interviewees referred to the
difficulty of balancing personal and professional lives. Intensified by Covid-19 restrictions, women’s ability to take
on full-time and leadership positions is still limited by their care responsibilities, which men across contexts more
rarely take on: “The biggest obstacle for women to advance in their careers is the double burden of care work and
work; not being able to travel to study if they have children”. Empowering measures should hence promote familyfriendly and flexible work environments, making leadership positions compatible with part-time and flexible work
hour arrangements, as well as paid parental leave.
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In addition to struggling with work-life balances, interviewed female employees reported being confronted with
gender stereotypes and harassment from external business partners or clients, and felt that they need to prove
themselves more than men, especially in male-dominated sectors. Here, case studies showed that the implementation of internal anti-harassment policies, codes of conducts, and reporting pathways are key to providing an
empowering and safe work environment that overcomes structural barriers for women’s leadership, including for
an organization’s work with external clients and partners. Moreover, interviewees emphasized that the communication of and training on the meaning of such policies and measures is necessary to ensure a common understanding
that is “lived” by everyone.
Transformation: Finally, for work environments to unfold transformative effects on women’s leadership, the active countering of discriminatory gender
norms and challenges as highlighted above is necessary. As TBC Bank’s example
mirrors, this is required as even with comprehensive family-friendly policies and
structures in place, women in leadership are still strongly affected by societal
norms, e.g., in terms of childcare. The case studies underline two approaches
that could be effective within the private sector: First, the funding and provision of childcare support, a specific wish by female employees, can directly lift
the double burden of balancing professional and care work responsibilities from
women, allowing them to take on new roles. This may include corporate childcare, cooperation with local childcare institutions, and emergency childcare provision. In addition, the findings suggest that incentives for men to take on care
responsibilities could be an important tool to break persisting cultural norms,
such as non-transferable, additional paternity leave. Second, employers can
contribute to breaking gender stereotypes and facilitate norms change by conducting organization-wide trainings on gender bias. This can counter a lack of
awareness on some of the persisting issues for women’s leadership that female
employees across organizations observed.

Good practice: At Kandeo, a female leader described how Kandeo’s CEO publicly counters stereotypes and negative commentary
towards her when participating in
boardroom meetings. Interviewees
described that this is exemplary of
Kandeo’s “culture of empowerment”, based on proactive peer
support and a common understanding of gender-specific challenges. This culture is considered a
key determinant of women’s ability to thrive in leadership positions
at Kandeo and portfolio companies.

3.2.5 Training and Skills Development
In all three case studies, training and skills development were identified as a key action area with the potential to
promoting women’s leadership. This resonates with literature, which underlines that education and training,
throughout the lifecycle, have direct transformative effects on women’s economic empowerment: Among others,
spillover effects can break intergenerational poverty cycles, delay marriage and childbearing, and improve labor
market outcomes50. In terms of promoting women’s career advancement, job-related certified trainings were considered a pre-condition for accessing leadership positions by interviewees. Moreover, training on soft skills and
opportunities for personal development were a welcomed support in growing into the role of a leader over time.
In this context, the case studies provided good practice examples and pointed to the challenges that need to be
overcome to ensure women’s representation, empowerment, and transformation in and through the key area of
training and skills development:
Equal representation: In building the foundation for women to advance in their careers and be represented in
leadership positions, organizations considered making training and skills development accessible to all employees
a crucial minimum requirement. In other words, related opportunities must be available to everyone, also in terms
of their setting and timing. Barriers for women that could be observed in two of three case studies, due to care
responsibilities and part-time contracts, should be considered in the planning process. As one case study demonstrated, these barriers can be overcome, e.g., by offering learning opportunities during normal work hours.
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Empowerment: For measures that can have empowering effects in the action
area of training and skills development, the case studies underlined the need to
design gender-responsive offers. On the one hand, this can entail the provision of specific training opportunities for women in sectors and occupations in
which they are underrepresented. On the other hand, as findings of different
case studies highlight, empowering effects can be created by designing training
contents based on gender-disaggregated needs assessments. Female employees greatly valued specific training opportunities that were targeted at their
leadership goals, including actual “leadership coaching” that would help them
develop the soft skills perceived to be needed to thrive in a role with more
responsibilities.

Good practice: TBC Bank set up a
“Women in Tech” program to increase the internal share of women
in the IT sector, traditionally a
male-dominated sector.
According to interviewees, demand is high, confirming its effects
on enhancing diversity and actively promoting women’s career
advancement.

Transformation: As mentioned throughout other key action areas for women’s leadership, entrenched societal and
gender norms and biases present a main structural barrier to women’s career advancement. Transformative effects
through training and skills development can be achieved by questioning and addressing such biases within trainings.
Across all case studies, individual women in leadership positions pointed to a persisting sense that they had to live
up to an expectation of leadership that is defined according to male stereotypes: “I believe that the word of a man
in my position would be taken more strongly and seriously than mine”. Consequently, transformative effects on gender norms can be achieved by organizations in addressing gender biases in the way that leadership skills are
trained and developed. The case studies revealed that there is likely a gap when it comes to the design of trainings
and development opportunities that are not defined by a “male” standard but that consider and teach divers skillsets, e.g., of leadership styles.

3.2.6 The Role of DFIs and other Investors
Beyond key action areas on an organizational level, all three case studies assessed the role that DFIs and other
investors can play in encouraging measures in these action areas that promote transformative effects of women’s
leadership. Since two of the cases analyzed the efforts of financial institutions/investors (Kandeo and TBC) these
provided insights regarding the role that DFIs played for their organization’s work on gender equality as well as
their own influence on their clients and investees. Building on the existing literature this empirical evidence provides
further insights into the effectiveness of different approaches to advance gender equality of DFIs and investors. Four
approaches were identified as particularly important in this regard:
Be a role model. Actively and publicly showing commitment to gender equality has been a key development among DFIs over the last years. As exemplified by the 2X Challenge, DFIs take a stance on gender
equality and thereby send a message to the DFI community and investees. Does it have an effect? According to the
findings from the case studies, it does. Employees at Kandeo report that their commitment to women’s leadership
contributes to a change in attitude among their investees. They consider it crucial that their ambition to have an
impact on gender equality goes hand in hand with an organizational culture and practice of gender equality, which
they showcase actively. Kandeo’s female head of equity says: “By becoming more active in female networks but also
in interactions with men, women in leadership positions like myself can have an impact”. Similarly, employees at TBC
Bank are convinced that their showcasing of a work culture or respect and equality, in which women and men thrive
equally contributes to a change of mindsets among their clients and cooperation partners. Consequently, open
commitment of DFIs and other investors matters and is crucial to convince portfolio companies to promote gender
equality. Strategies and commitments on gender equality therefore need to go beyond a focus on the impact
of the portfolio but also build expertise and structures for gender equality internally.
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From minimum requirements to impact. A look at the academic literature on the impact of gender-lens
investing on gender equality revealed (see chapter 2) that evidence on this relationship is missing. It is so
far not common practice to systematically track investments’ effects on gender equality and women’s empowerment. As discussed in chapter 3.1, the 2X Challenge provides only limited insights regarding the effects of investments that meet its criteria. An overall challenge remains, as the academic literature on women’s economic empowerment found, that measuring progress on women’s leadership and gender equality often remains limited to “counting women”, instead of assessing where structural barriers to gender equality have been addressed. In addition, a
comprehensive consideration of minimum requirements that should be met regarding gender equality in due diligence processes is so far rare.
The case studies showed that the setting of minimum standards and introduction of impact measurements
are however key instruments for DFIs and other investors to incentivize positive effects on gender equality.
As an employee at Kandeo put it: “Structures, rules and requirements of investors shape [investees] deeply”. Kandeo
makes it a standard for all its investees to have at least one woman in the board. In addition, Kandeo tracks portfolio
companies’ performance among others based on gender specific indicators, such as share of women in the board
or share of female employees. These serve as a basis for negotiating actions for the improvement of gender equality
standards within portfolio companies’ organization. Thereby, Kandeo creates incentives for its clients to strengthen
their efforts. Yet, Kandeo and other investors could further scale their impact on gender equality by moving beyond
just measuring women’s representation. As shown in the presentation of findings on organizational level, women’s
representation is often times not an accurate indicator of whether structural barriers to gender equality have actually
been addressed. For instance, TBC Bank tracks the gender pay gap on different levels of the organization. It provides
the Bank with evidence regarding changes in women’s economic power in the organization and allows the company
to implement appropriate measure to strengthen their impact in this regard.
Consequently, a comprehensive impact measurement and minimum requirements bear a lot of potential for
DFIs and other investors to positively influence their portfolios impact on gender equality. DFIs and other
investors who want to contribute to transforming gender inequalities therefore should make it a priority.

Technical assistance. A central activity of DFIs in the promotion of gender equality in their portfolio is
currently to offer technical assistance when it is specifically requested by clients. The findings from the portfolio analysis and case studies show that this meets an important demand.
Across all case studies clients raised the need for further technical assistance to scale their impact on gender equality. Requests entail guidance and expertise on strategies, action plans and policies, impact measurement and training on gender mainstreaming and biases. Also, the design of gender-responsive financial products has been raised
by financial institutions. This underlines the previously raised importance of building commitment and expertise
internally at DFIs and other investors. In addition, the case studies outlined the relevance of a systematic assessment
of the current gender equality situation in the respective institution and the impact the client wants to achieve. A
client such as TBC Bank, who has already put in place a substantial number of measures to ensure gender equality,
might for instance only require guidance on implementing policies in a transformative manner. In contrast, companies who are just starting to address gender inequalities first need guidance on make certain positions accessible
to women and countering active discrimination. These processes can be started on demand but could also be systematically integrated in the investment cycle. Kandeo provides a good practice in this regard, as the fund systematically assesses the gender equality situation with its portfolio companies in the beginning of the investment cycle.
During the first 100 days, Kandeo’s ESG team then monitors and works closely with the new investee to provide
guidance and ensure actions are being implemented successfully. Where needed, Kandeo also enrolls portfolio
companies in formal trainings to acquire the skills to implement actions. Consequently, evidence suggests that a
systematic integration of impact measurement and targeted technical assistance on gender equality issues
is crucial to scale organization’s impact sustainably.
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Networks, platforms, and community. Learning from each other and being part of a community of
practice is characteristic of current efforts of DFIs to promote gender-lens investing. The 2X Challenge and
Gender Finance Collaborative are examples for this. According to the portfolio analysis and the case study reports
efforts to spark exchange and share good practices should be pursued even more systematically. Investees show a
great curiosity to learn from their peers regarding effective means to enable women’s leadership and address structural barriers to women’s empowerment. So far, investees who were part of the case studies have not participated
a lot in such networks or forums. Also, within the portfolio analysis this could be identified as a gap. However, it was
raised as a key opportunity to gain insights into the experiences of other companies, how to tap into female talent
pools, break structural barriers and mainstream gender equality in the investment cycle. Based on insights from the
literature review it is considered crucial to collaborate in networks and platforms with women’s rights and gender
equality organization. These can raise issues that otherwise might not be seen from within the private sector. Overall, increasing opportunities for networking and exchange on transformative approaches to gender-lens investing with the inclusion of women’s right and gender equality organizations should be a key activity for
DFIs and other investors aiming to strengthen gender-lens investing.

4

The Way Forward

4.1

An Evidence-Based Theory of Change

The findings from the portfolio analysis and case studies provided key insights into the enabling factors for women’s
leadership and economic empowerment and how DFIs and other investors can contribute to it. It offers additional
empirical evidence to the hypotheses developed based on the explorative interviews and literature review. Together,
the insights from the explorative interviews, literature review, portfolio analysis and cases create the basis for the
development of a comprehensive theory of change on gender-lens investing for both DEG and OeEB.
The theory of change is two-leveled. The case studies emphasized the importance of internal expertise, structures, and processes of organizations in order to have external effects. The theory of change therefore includes
a nested theory of change. It outlines how DEG and OeEB and the investment community at large can bring about
the expertise, structures and processes that are necessary to be able to invest with a gender-lens and contribute to
change at client level.
Before zooming in on the detailed internal theory of change for DEG and OeEB, followed by the external theory of
change, a simplified version is presented to highlight the interconnectedness of both as well as main impact hypotheses.
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Figure 4: Simplified Internal and External Theory of Change for DEG and OeEB
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Figure 5: Zoom-In on Internal Theory of Change for DEG and OeEB
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Figure 6: Zoom-In on External Theory of Change

RESEARCH STUDY ON THE TRANSFORMATIVE IMPACT OF GENDER-LENS INVESTING
33 | 40

Building on the internal theory of change, the external theory of change outlines through which inputs and activities
DFIs and other investors can increase the impact of their portfolio on gender equality, social development, and
sustainable equitable growth. Again, the highlighted steps of the theory of change and bold lines indicate hypotheses that could be specifically confirmed in the case studies. In particular, the case studies offered insights into the
business practices that should be encouraged and pursued at client level in order to ensure that women’s leadership
has transformative effects on women’s economic empowerment and gender relations. Through the case studies,
four action areas were identified (see findings and key take-aways in chapter 3.2 and 4.2) that are key for the enabling
transformative effects of women’s leadership on gender equality (indicated by the icons in the figure 3).

4.2

Key Take-Aways for Transformative Gender-lens Investing

The findings from the study and the developed theory of change point to key take-aways that can guide DFIs and
other investors in their efforts to strengthen gender-lens investing with a particular focus on women’s leadership.
The take-aways encompass measures in four identified action areas that should be encouraged in DFI investments
on the organizational level of investees. The measures differ in terms of their transformative effects and should
therefore build upon each other:
Measures for equal representation enable women to be represented in leadership.
Measures of empowerment counter and remove gender-specific barriers to women’s career advancement.
Measures of gender transformation contribute to sustainably transforming root causes of gender inequalities.
Organizational Level-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Four Action Areas

Leadership

Equal Opportunities

Wellbeing, Safety &
Work Environment

Training &
Development

Equal Representation

Empowerment

Gender Transformation

Open commitment to gender equality by company
leadership & communication
of commitment internally

Institutionalizing commitment by signing int. standards
Publicly communicating commitments to partners, customers
Offer mentorship from leaders to female employees

Leaders make time and resources available on management/board level to implement commitments
Leaders have relevant gender
expertise and collaborate
with gender experts and advocates on the implementation of commitments

No discrimination in HR processes & career paths and
KPIs are transparent and clear

Establish and implement
anti-discrimination, equal pay
policies; monitor pay & sectoral gaps; strategy to counter
gaps

Mandatory training of HR
and leadership personnel on
gender bias; internal highpotential pipeline of underrepresented groups (intersectional) to be considered in
promotion decisions

Raise awareness for sexual
harassment, gender bias (e.g.
care work), role models, build
an empowering work environment around allyship

Establish and implement
anti-harassment
reporting
pathways, parental leave and
part-time options (also in
leadership); conduct regular
mandatory trainings on gender bias and harassment

Provide childcare support
(funding/facilities), break stereotypes by encouraging
men to take parental leave
(e.g. role models);

Provide training and development options and ensure
availability and accessibility
for all employees

Gender-disaggregated
training needs assessment
and design; offer targeted
training/mentorship opportunities for underrepresented
groups

Address gender bias in training contents, especially in
leadership trainings (e.g.,
counter standards of “male”
leadership styles)
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The following key take-aways are directed at the specific role that DFIs and other investors can play in bringing
about transformative change through gender-lens investing:
Role of DFIs and other Investors-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Four Approaches
Be a Role Model

From Minimum
Requirements to
Impact
Technical
Assistance

Key Measures
Publicly commit to gender equality and walk the talk: Build internal expertise and
commitment, develop a theory of change and strategies for gender equality internally and externally.
Set minimum requirements that all investment need to meet; Develop incentivizing
impact measurement on gender equality, mainstream it in the investment cycle, incl.
a dialogue with clients on progress
Build internal expertise; offer assessments, resources, good practices, support in
product development; mainstream TA on gender equality in the investment cycle

Networks, Plat- Create and participate in exchange networks on gender equality and invite clients to
forms & Com- participate; Showcase good practices and connect actors; collaborate with women’s
munity
rights and gender equality organizations and activist.
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