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A New Narrative
for Women's
Economic Mobility
In 2021, the Gates Foundation embarked on an ambitious four-year
investment strategy to advance women’s economic opportunity, which we
see as essential to achieving gender equality, improving women’s health,
and strengthening families and communities. Women in the workforce are
constrained by many things, including underpayment (or no payment at all)
for their work, mobility and transportation restrictions, poor access to
entrepreneurial resources like loans and assets like smartphones, childcare
and household responsibilities, restrictive social norms and low skill levels.
Addressing these inequities and helping women become part of the labor
force is more than just an issue of fairness, it’s a critical component of
achieving the kind of economic growth that is needed in low-income
countries as donor resources continue to recede.  
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Our goal was to increase incomes for poor women and increase their ownership and control of
income and assets. We focused our work on the lowest three income quintiles—those earning
less than $6.85 a day—across India, Nigeria, Ethiopia, and four East African countries (Kenya,
Rwanda, Tanzania, and Uganda). We focused on connecting women in the rural economy to
affordable sources of capital and to markets, estimating that the total addressable market
across these seven countries was around 444 million women.  

Now that our four-year investment strategy is wrapping up, we’re documenting our learning to
stimulate a discussion about the future of women’s economic opportunity. We think it’s time
to articulate a new narrative for economic development and women’s role in it in the
context of current funding realities.  
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Estimated 174M women in households with
per person consumption <$3.65 per day

Estimated 204M women in households with
per person consumption <$6.85 per day

Connecting Economic Opportunity Interventions to Build Mobility 
Through improved targeting and smart use of subsidy

Estimated 66M women in households with per
person consumption <$2.15 per day

Subsistence to Stability

Enable women to transition out of
extreme poverty through targeted,
cost-effective economic inclusion
programs (aka Ultra-Poor
Graduation)

Build economic
stability and resilience

Build diversified and productive
livelihoods for women through
group models, linking them to
affordable capital and markets

Enable enterprise growth

Increase enterprise profitability
and growth for enterprising
women via improved individual
credit products and market
linkages

Income growth and stability

The strategy conceptualized economic mobility as a stepladder with three rungs: (1) ultra-poor
women who require foundational stability, (2) women who can build stable livelihoods
through collective platforms that enable efficient mobilization of public and private resources,
and (3) women entrepreneurs who have demonstrated they are ready to build viable micro
and small enterprises (MSEs). Each step represents a population segment based on income,
and each of these segments faces different challenges and vulnerabilities. Our goal was to
discover strategies to help women move up the economic mobility ladder and realize their full
potential as workers and entrepreneurs. That’s not to say that every woman starts on rung one
and moves her way up to rung three. The point is rather to move women and their families to
a place where they are better able to achieve basic economic stability and take advantage of
income-generating opportunities. And by connecting these different interventions and
tracking performance data, we can gain visibility into who is ready to move up and take on
more opportunities, identifying “entrepreneurs by inclination” out of a larger population of
“entrepreneurs by necessity.”
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  Subsistence to Stability: At the lowest rung
of the ladder (measured as earnings of less
than $2.15/day), women don’t have the
resources or the bandwidth to save or invest in
income-generating activities. Their objective is
usually just to keep themselves and their
children fed and healthy. To help ultra-poor
women transition from extreme economic and
health vulnerability to a minimum level of
stability, we supported the testing and scaling
of targeted, cost-effective, and time-bound
economic inclusion programs that promote
greater self-sufficiency and reduce reliance on
social protection. These programs
simultaneously address multiple constraints
that keep women trapped in extreme poverty
by helping build livelihood assets and savings,
transferring basic skills, and providing
coaching and mentorship.

 Economic Resilience: The focus for this
segment was on aggregating women earning
between $2.15/day and $3.65/day into savings
groups (also known as self-help groups or
village savings and loan associations), then
linking them to government programs, banks,
and markets so that social protection and other
government benefits, savings, and credit can be
delivered efficiently, at scale, and at reduced
cost. The best developed model for this work is
India’s National Rural Livelihoods Mission
(NRLM), a state-linked rural livelihoods
program that has grown and evolved over the
last three decades to reach 103 million women
in rural households. NRLM aggregates women
into federated savings and loan groups that
connect them to government services and loans
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There’s nothing new about connecting rural women to capital and markets. What was
unique about our approach, inspired by India’s NRLM, was linking three distinct areas of
work together — social protection, rural livelihoods, and financial inclusion — and
thinking about how different tools can work together to create greater economic
mobility for rural women. By doing this, we also thought deeply about the ways
integrated approaches make most efficient use of scarce financial resources in ways that
contribute to measurable income gains.  

Increasingly, it also facilitates access to skills
and markets for groups. In partnership with the
World Bank, we supported the expansion of
variations on this model into several African
markets, including Nigeria, Kenya, Tanzania,
and Ethiopia. And we spent a lot of time
understanding what mechanisms work by
building a rigorous evidence base. The learning
from these programs can help us understand
how to pull disparate economic opportunity
interventions together into a more integrated
and effective whole, with measurable income
increases for participating households.

  Enterprise Growth: The segment of women
earning between $3.65 and $6.85 a day, often as
entrepreneurs with micro or small businesses,
need more individual enterprise support to
achieve success than group-based models offer.
In order to grow a business, these
“entrepreneurs by inclination” need access to
affordable, flexible, and longer-term credit that
doesn’t require a lot of collateral, as well as
connections to higher-value markets. For this
segment, we supported the design, testing, and
uptake of women-friendly financial products in
collaboration with financial institutions like
Stanbic, BRAC, and FINCA in Africa; the Small
Industries Development Bank of India (SIDBI);
and the National Bank for Agriculture and Rural
Development (NABARD) in India. We will soon
be supporting the launch of the African Women
Entrepreneurs Fund (AWEF) in partnership
with the European Investment Bank and other
funders to support the lenders that are serving
this segment of women.
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We’ll be organizing a series of papers, blogs, webinars, and events over the next nine months to
engage in discussion with partners and the wider economic development community about what
we’ve learned and what these lessons tell us about the way forward for women’s economic
opportunity. Thanks to the FinDev Gateway, we’ll have a dedicated landing page for this collection of
work, which will also include outputs from many of our partners.

For the bottom rung of the ladder, we’ve benefited greatly from partnering with a dedicated
community of Ultra-Poor Graduation (UPG) researchers, funders, and practitioners who have
meticulously documented and experimented with BRAC’s original Targeting the Ultra-Poor (TUP)
model, adapting it to different contexts and finding ways to lower costs while still achieving the
same results. Some of those programs, like Satat Jeevikoparjan Yojana (SJY) in India, benefit from
leveraging the administrative infrastructure of government, in this case NRLM. Others have found
ways to bring costs down through supporting entire villages, incorporating AI tools into their
mentoring approaches, using low-cost credit instead of grants, and linking to non-government VSLA
networks. In addition to discussing these direct benefits, we’ll trace emerging evidence on the many
positive spillover effects from UPG into areas like health, nutrition, and education. We’ll be
publishing a paper summarizing some of those learnings later this year and will bring partners
together to think about where the work goes next.

For the second rung of the ladder, we’ll document the decades-long effort by the Indian government
to build the NRLM platform, what we’ve learned about its impact on reducing rural poverty and
empowering women, and what is still needed to create the kind of broad-based economic
transformation the Indian government seeks to deliver by 2047. We’ll also look at the different ways
this model is being adapted to Africa and share initial learnings about interventions, their
sequencing, and cost trade-offs. We’ll discuss how social protection, rural livelihoods, and financial
services programming come together in these programs and the meaningful income increases this
can engender in mature ecosystems. We’ll also talk about the important role of finance in making
the system more cost effective and how these platforms are increasingly being used to support
programming that helps the ultra-poor escape extreme poverty at a much lower unit cost.

Finally, for our third women’s entrepreneurship rung, we’ll release a series of papers addressing the
topic of affordable capital for enterprise growth and its critical role in sustaining livelihoods and
small businesses in Africa. Building on the white paper we published in 2024, “Women and Equitable
Growth in a Resource-Constrained World: Unleashing Capital for Women Entrepreneurs in Africa,”
we’ll share learning and proof points we’ve built as part of the development of the African Women
Entrepreneurs Fund, starting by laying out the scale of the problem of access to capital for impact-
first lenders (IFLs) in six countries in Africa. Then we’ll share thoughts on what is needed to build
more inclusive credit ecosystems, including the importance of local currency wholesale finance and
digitization for impact-first lenders; the leverage that is possible when data systems are made more
open; and the important role of capital markets in crowding in domestic capital, highlighting bright
spots from the work of our many partners in this space. We’ll also address the significant role public
policy has to play in deepening financial markets and how countries like India, Peru, Colombia, and
Bangladesh offer important lessons for other governments to consider as part of their growth
agendas. 
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We’ve learned so much from this work and see a need to build a new narrative around bottom-
up economic development, given changing priorities in overseas development assistance. We’ll
tease out the details in future publications but want to share a few headline learnings up front.

Programs Need to be Built for Women. 

Efforts to “mainstream” gender into existing
programs often miss women altogether.
Reaching women effectively requires meeting
them where they are—socially, economically,
and institutionally. And if we don’t build for that,
we may miss women entirely. For example, our
partners Aceli and M-Kopa wondered why they
didn’t have many women in their lending
portfolios, so we supported them to adjust their
products specifically for women. And then the
numbers went up—by a lot. Generally speaking,
women in the informal sector are more
conservative about spending money and taking
on debt. They want to understand a product
deeply before taking it on, and they want the
comfort of moving through that journey with
peers so they can learn by doing. One of the
reasons we focused on women’s groups as an
anchor for our work more broadly is because
that’s where women are. In Uganda, for
example, more women participate in informal
savings groups than have formal financial
accounts.  Gender gaps in group participation
(more women) and formal finance (more men)
suggest that women prefer to engage in informal
group mechanisms more than men. If women
are more comfortable in groups, these
mechanisms may be a good way to gradually on-
board women into financial services. We’ve also
learned that women have consistently better
repayment rates than men. This has implications
for how products are delivered but can also have
financial benefits for the providers willing to
meet them where they are. 
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Poverty is the Root Cause of Many Kinds of
Vulnerability.

When people don’t have enough money to feed
and educate their kids, invest in a business, and
save for emergencies, they’re vulnerable to poor
health outcomes, natural disasters, economic
instability, and anything else that might come
their way. Given the scarcity of donor resources,
we need to stop thinking about programming in
different silos and instead design for the
multidimensional aspects of poverty, wringing
impact out of every penny in ways that both
reduce vulnerability and enhance opportunity.
How do we start thinking about using grants and
financial tools together? How do we effectively
embed subsidy into market-based programs to
make them more affordable while making sure
they’re not distortionary? How do we work
across the boundaries of social protection and
access to finance in ways that support people
who need it while enabling people to make their
own way when they can? How do we get the
most poverty alleviation impact out of every
dollar but also design for positive spillovers into
adjacent sectors like nutrition, health, and
education? 

The Benefits of “Convergence”.
A central challenge of reaching the poor,
particularly the rural poor, is the high unit cost
of reaching them with government programs or
private finance. One of the benefits of a rural
economic infrastructure like NRLM is that many
different services can be delivered over the same
platform, which the Indian government refers to 
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2.4 million have a formal account of any kind, per the World Bank’s most recent Findex data (World Bank Findex, 2024).
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as “convergence.” NRLM started as a livelihoods
program—providing access to low-cost credit
and aggregating women into producer
organizations to access markets. Over time, other
government agencies started layering services
on top of this delivery infrastructure, including
the MGNREGA public works program;
government nutrition and health programs; paid
community workers in financial services, health
and agriculture; water, sanitation, and hygiene
programs; low-income housing; and education
services. In all, more than 50 Indian government
programs use NRLM’s infrastructure to deliver
services to rural households. This both reduces
the cost of delivery per program but also ensures
better reinforcement across different types of
social programming.

The Urgent Need to Mobilize Domestic Capital
for Africa’s Growth. 
The high cost of credit for low-income
households in Africa has many causes, but one of
the biggest drivers is the high cost of capital.
Most financing for MSMEs comes from
development finance institution (DFI) credit
lines, which is competitively priced in dollars or
euros but is prohibitively expensive when priced
in local currency. Fundamentally, DFI finance is
not working well for inclusive finance to
microenterprises or microfinance institutions,
primarily because it focuses on larger
commercial banks that aren’t working with
those segments. What’s more, big banks aren’t
lending to the impact-first lenders that are best
able to reach microbusinesses. We mapped out
the landscape for microfinance in six African
countries and were surprised to learn that
domestic capital is available in large volumes
and in local currency, but it’s not being
mobilized to serve the low-income segment. The
good news is that we’re seeing evidence that
African governments and financial institutions
are taking action to correct for the over-reliance
on foreign capital and habitual financing of
government deficits. But a lot more work will be
required to meaningfully reach farmers and
microenterprise.

Whatever We Call It, We Still Need
Microfinance. 

Microfinance has become an unfashionable
topic, but the need for affordable credit among
microbusinesses and farmers has never gone
away. In fact, it’s more acute than ever. In most
low-income markets, microenterprises and
smallholder farmers represent more than 95% of
economic activity. And yet, vanishingly small
amounts of credit are getting through to these
households and businesses, and the credit that is
getting through is being delivered on highly
extractive terms. There’s an ongoing argument
over whether we should invest in larger
enterprises in the interest of creating jobs or in
microenterprises. This should not be an either/or
debate—we need both. If a woman selling
produce in the market increases local economic
activity and uses increased income to improve
the health and education of her family, that
contributes to enhanced productivity and
prepares the next generation for jobs that macro
investments will deliver. More jobs are created
by small enterprises in both developed and
emerging markets than by large enterprises, so
it’s important not to ignore this segment.  And
yet, we do. We need to work on ways to deliver 

microcredit more affordably and on better terms
to women and to improve those terms as women
demonstrate creditworthiness over time.

Rethinking the Role of Policy and Regulation,
Particularly Subsidy. 
The critical role of policy and regulation in
building inclusive credit ecosystems has been
overlooked for far too long. Given the financing
shock of the last two years, it’s time to reconsider
priority-sector lending mandates, the role of
development banks and apex institutions,
guarantee facilities, improved regulatory
frameworks for impact-first lenders, and
improved capital market infrastructure. It’s also 
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time to rethink the role of subsidy in financial-
sector ecosystems. Subsidy has always been a
bad word in development finance, yet we use it
all the time in the Global North. So why do we
expect the poorest people in the world to get
their financial services on completely
commercial terms? In U.S. agriculture alone,
direct government payments and net crop-
insurance indemnities averaged roughly $24.5
billion a year from 2022 through 2024. In 2026, a
high-support year, they were forecast to exceed
$55 billion.  In the agricultural credit space,
multiple subsidy programs aim to reduce
borrowing costs by guaranteeing default risk,
providing a floor on commodity prices, and
insuring against disaster, among others. There is,
of course, always the risk of market distortion
with subsidy, but that risk is all too often used to
shut down the conversation. When appropriately
designed, governments can support their
agriculture sectors and microenterprises without
introducing intolerable market distortions.  And
sometimes, the trade-offs are worth it. Blending
subsidy with more commercial sources of
funding can help governments and donors get
significant leverage for their limited resources.
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UPG Programs Yield Overwhelmingly Positive
Results. 
A dedicated community of ultra-poor graduation
practitioners has been working for two decades
to take BRAC’s early findings on the benefits of
UPG to other markets and communities. The
track record on impact is clear. These programs
help move people out of extreme poverty and
keep them there—with consistent benefits
maintained for almost 20 years in one of the
earliest studies of this work. But questions
inevitably arise about costs. We’ve worked with
many providers to look for ways to make their
programs more cost efficient and to demonstrate
the ROI of these investments. Once again, the
evidence clearly shows that the ROI on
investments in the ultra-poor is positive and, in
some cases, astonishingly so.

There Are No Silver Bullets.
As these lessons hopefully make abundantly
clear, there are no silver bullets. Improving
women’s economic opportunity requires many
different kinds of partners coming together in a
coherent way to improve productivity and get at
the root causes of persistent poverty. This is a
systems problem, and we need to start thinking
about it in system terms.

We’ve had a fascinating four years building out this programming and the supporting
evidence base. We’ve benefited from the wisdom of many partners that have worked for
decades on economic opportunity.  We’ve been privileged to learn from them and are
excited to share that learning. There’s much work yet to be done. The challenge is to do
this work differently, connecting efforts in different domains so they reinforce and build
on each other. The foundation will continue its work on rural livelihoods as it examines
how best to reach its goal of lifting hundreds of millions of families out of poverty by
2045, and our work on Women’s Economic Opportunity will be a part of that journey.  
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  Barry K. Goodwin and Vincent H. Smith, “Ad Hockery: Supplemental Subsidy Payments for Agriculture,” American Enterprise Institute, April 2026,
drawing on U.S. Department of Agriculture Economic Research Service data. These figures do not capture every form of federal support to agriculture
– for example, subsidy support for agricultural lending programs.
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 We also subsidize many other “goods” in the financial sector, such as Community Development Finance Institutions, 30-year, fixed rate
mortgages and favored categories like small business or clean energy.  
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