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F

unders like the United Nations (UN)
Foundation and the ExxonMobil Foundation
wanted to invest strategically in women’s

economic empowerment. Both foundations
knew that investing in women is good practice,
but to more deeply invest, they needed a clearer
understanding of what approaches are most
impactful. Through commissioned research, these
foundations worked together to improve their own
understanding and also that of the broader women’s
empowerment field. In 2013, the UN Foundation
and the ExxonMobil Foundation, released a report
and interactive website, A Roadmap for Promoting
Women’s Economic Empowerment.
After years of funding women’s economic
empowerment programming, the ExxonMobil
Foundation sought to better target its funding to

Key Info

areas with a known evidence base. The ExxonMobil
Foundation reached out to the UN Foundation,
which had years of experience working on gender
and women’s empowerment, and asked it to compile
the latest evidence from the field. “Women’s access
to income and savings products are areas of great
interest to funders and implementers alike, and are
issues that everyone can get behind,” explains the
UN Foundation senior program officer and report

WEBSITE

womeneconroadmap.org/the_database

TARGET POPULATION
Women

APPROACH
All areas

co-author, Rebecca Furst-Nichols. “We know that

investment decisions. The Roadmap is intended

when women have more money, families and

to steer those investments in an evidence-

societies benefit, but the evidence to date has been

based direction.

weak in pinpointing the most effective ways to
The project commissioned 18 research studies to

pursue this goal.”

help identify the most effective interventions to
In addition to informing their own strategies, both

empower women economically. It then brought

foundations wanted to provide other grantmakers

together more than 45 international experts from

with accessible information to approach women’s

academic institutions, international agencies, and

“Funders know they want to fund women’s economic empowerment
programming, but they don’t know where to start. This provides a map
to figure out where to start.”

– Rebecca Furst-Nichols, UN Foundation

economic empowerment work more thoughtfully.

nonprofit organizations to analyze existing empirical

A Roadmap for Promoting Women’s Economic

evidence and generate new findings. Based on

Empowerment provides a macro-level framework

the commissioned studies, the project compiled

to determine the most appropriate type of

a curated database of 136 published empirical

intervention based on the context and the profile

evaluations of programs and policies. The database

of women targeted. Rebecca explains that the

provides donors, researchers, and practitioners

framework and the
report were
developed with
global-level

with the ability to sort through concrete examples
of programs in different countries, their key
findings, and links to the empirical studies. The goal
was to identify the interventions that contribute

donors and

to two key outcomes—increases in both women’s

practitioners

earnings and productivity—that could then inform

in mind:

future investments.

those
working
from global
capitals making
investments across a

The final, publicly available report summarizes the
findings of the commissioned research studies.
It groups interventions into four main categories
of women’s employment—entrepreneurship,

range of contexts and types of beneficiaries do not

farming, wage employment, and young women’s

have the detailed conceptual nuance of program

employment—and includes the Roadmap for Action,

implementers in the field. Yet, they make major

an interactive map that walks readers through
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options of proven, promising and high-potential

videos, and firsthand experience is critical. For

program interventions based on the selected context

example, research shows that in low-income,

and type of beneficiary. The research and final report

socially conservative settings, livelihood programs

aim to answer three main questions:

that combine reproductive health education with
income and asset-building show promising results

1 What works? Which economic empowerment

for young women.

interventions are proven, promising or high-potential,
based on the evidence from rigorous policy and

Rebecca shares that although many funders may

program evaluations? One example: Access to savings

be looking for a silver-bullet approach to women’s

products works for all women, and women invest

economic empowerment, there is no such thing,

their own savings into their businesses, in a way that

especially when targeting very poor women. “If

they may not use credit.

organizations really want to increase productivity

“Funders are increasingly influencing policy and practice by
creating tools, sharing knowledge, and being more involved in
their funding.” – Rebecca Furst-Nichols, UN Foundation
2 For whom? For specific categories of women

and earnings for extremely poor women in any

likely to be working for pay or seeking work, which

measurable way, they need to provide a bundle of

interventions were most effective? The key takeaway:

services, such as combining an in-kind grant with

Interventions must be adapted to the type of women

intensive technical training.”

being targeted. For example, single agricultural
services, rather than a full suite, may be enough to

The Roadmap for Action tool was intended to move

increase productivity of women with larger sized

the philanthropy field forward by offering an easy-

farms, more assets, and more control over those

to-use framework for accessing this knowledge.

assets, while an integrated suite of services, which

Rebecca explains, “The findings from our process

target both production and address social constraints,

were that the field doesn’t have a streamlined way

is more successful in raising the productivity of small-

of thinking about how to choose interventions, and

scale women farmers.

researchers don’t really look at a streamlined set
of outcomes. The hope is that this framework will

3 Where? How do typical country scenarios influence

push the field to examine at least a minimum set

the success of interventions? The most important

of similar outcomes that drive toward a common

piece: Context. The “where” really matters, and so

body of evidence.” In light of these findings, the

learning about it through literature, interviews,

UN Foundation and ExxonMobil Foundation
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subsequently partnered to produce a set of common

use by program evaluators as well as donors and

direct, intermediate, and final outcomes in their

implementers, and detailed metrics, guidelines, and

recent guidance note on Measuring Women’s

questionnaires are available on their website.

Economic Empowerment. This note is intended for

Facts From the Roadmap

A ROADMAP

FOR PROMOT
ECONOMIC EMING WOMEN’S
POWERMENT

Women invest up to 90 percent of their earnings in their families.
Women produce half the world’s food and in contrast only own
1 percent of its farmland.
Companies owned or managed by women represent between 25 percent
and 33 percent of formal sector businesses around the world and a larger
percentage of informal sector businesses.
It has been estimated that raising female employment levels to those of males could increase gross
domestic product by 5 percent in the United States, 9 percent in Japan, 12 percent in the United Arab
Emirates, and 34 percent in Egypt, simply through the infusion of additional earners in the economy.
Globally, a woman is 21 percent less likely to own a mobile phone than a man. This gender gap in
ownership widens to 23 percent if she lives in Africa.
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Snapshot from A Roadmap for Promoting
Women’s Economic Empowerment
The Roadmap is freely available and a tool for any funder thinking about or engaged in women’s economic
empowerment work. The below snapshot is just a small piece of what the resource offers. For more information,
visit womeneconroadmap.org/the_database.

ROADMAP FOR ACTION
WHERE

HIGH FERTILITY
AGRARIAN ECONOMIES

DECLINING FERTILITY
URBANIZING ECONOMIES

DECLINING FERTILITY
FORMALIZING ECONOMIES

AGING SOCIETIES

Country Scenarios

MISSING ADULTS/
CONFLICT-AFFECTED ECONOMIES

Cross-cutting
Scenarios

FOR

WHOM
Women most
likely working or
seeking work in
labor market

VERY POOR ENTREPRENEURS
POOR FARMERS
POOR ENTREPRENEURS
NON-POOR FARMERS
YOUNG WOMEN

RESOURCE-RICH ECONOMIES AND
SMALL ISLAND NATIONS

POOR ENTREPRENEURS
NON-POOR ENTREPRENEURS
WAGE WORKERS
YOUNG WOMEN

INTERVENTIONS
WHAT

PROVEN OR BEING PROVEN
PROMISING
HIGH POTENTIAL
UNPROVEN

Interventions
and associated
ratings for all
scenarios

NON-POOR ENTREPRENEURS
WAGE WORKERS
YOUNG WOMEN

+

NON-POOR ENTREPRENEURS
WAGE WORKERS

COMPLEMENTARY ACTIONS

ROADMAP FOR ACTION
HIGH FERTILITY AGRARIAN ECONOMIES 15,16
Lower per capita resources for investment in human
capital and growth17
High fertility, including among adolescents
Large youth populations with low schooling levels
High maternal mortality rates, particularly among
mothers under age 15
Inadequate infrastructure and services for rural majority

VERY POOR
ENTREPRENEURS

POOR FARMERS

Poorer health and lifetime earnings for women and
children, greater household vulnerability to poverty
Majority works in agriculture and off-farm work
linked to agriculture
Women overrepresented in low productivity,
subsistence agriculture and subsistence level firms

COUNTRY
SCENARIO

Potential for rapid economic growth in
near future
Early stages of fertility decline and rising
share of working-age population
Poor maternal health and high adolescent
fertility

Jobs mostly in informal sector
Potential shortage of infrastructure and
services, especially for poor
Jobs in light-manufacturing expand in
countries integrated into global markets
which provide opportunities for women

Women face severe time constraints

POOR
ENTREPRENEURS

NON-POOR
FARMERS

Microsavings
Microsavings
Microsavings
Savings
Bundled services
Land rights/land
Bundled services
Land rights/land
titling
Rural electrification
Rural electrification titling
Rural electrification
Credit

Mobile phones
Mobile phones
Suite of services for In-kind capital
farming
Consulting
Farmer associations
Information on land
rights
schools

schools

Micro cash loan or
grant alone

YOUNG
Microsavings
Rural electrification
Demand-driven job
services
Conditional cash
transfers

Mobile phones
Mobile phones
Modern agricultural Unconditional cash
inputs
transfers
Farmer associations Livelihood programs
Information on land
rights

Farmer
field
Business
networks Farmer field
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Micro cash loan or
grant alone

DECLINING FERTILITY URBANIZING ECONOMIES 19

Mentors, role
models

INTERVENTIONS

POOR
ENTREPRENEURS

NON-POOR
ENTREPRENEURS

Microsavings
Bundled services

Savings
Credit
Business training

Mobile phones
In-kind capital
Consulting

Mobile phones
Consulting

PROVEN OR
BEING PROVEN

WAGE WORKERS
Savings
Child care

YOUNG
Microsavings
Demand-driven job
services
Conditional cash
transfers
Mobile phones
Livelihood programs
Unconditional cash
transfers

Business networks
networks Women’s
Firm certification
Mentors, Empowerment
role
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Non-traditionally
female skills
training

models
Information on jobs
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Increased attention to investing in women led to the
creation of a Roadmap on how to strategically design and fund
women’s economic programs that are known to work.

GRANTCRAFT, a service of Foundation Center, harnesses the practical wisdom of funders worldwide to improve
the practice of philanthropy. Visit grantcraft.org to access our free resource library.
This case study was written by Virginia Zuco and developed for Foundation Center’s Equal Footing project. Photos
appearing in this case study are used with permission from the UN Foundation and ExxonMobil Foundation.
Visit equal-footing.org to view other free resources related to funding in Burundi, the Democratic Republic of the
Congo, and Rwanda.
©2015 Foundation Center. This work is made available under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 Unported License, creativecommons.org/licenses/by0nc/4.0.
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