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The Potential for a New Way of Approaching Women’s 
Economic Empowerment in Market Systems Development 

This discussion paper is an outcome of Engaging Women in Markets – Online Seminar 
Series that ran from 19 August to 22 September 2021.  It was hosted by the Gender 
Responsive Equitable Agriculture and Tourism (GREAT) Program, funded  by Australia’s 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT), that is designed to improve the lives of 
women in the ethnically diverse provinces of Son La and Lao Cai in Vietnam’s North-West. 
Women’s economic empowerment is the core objective of GREAT and inclusive market 
development is the primary vehicle to achieve it. 

The Seminar Series brought together Australian Government-funded programs, 
including Australia-Indonesia Partnership for Promoting Rural Incomes through Support for 
Markets in Agriculture (PRISMA), Cambodia-Australia Agricultural Value Chain Program 
(CAVAC), Market Development Facility (MDF) and Investing in Women to share and 
document approaches and lessons on gender and women’s economic empowerment. 

This discussion paper is designed to capture the key learnings from the Seminar Series and 
stimulate further discussion to strengthen thinking about and approaches for women’s 
economic empowerment in market systems development. 

Women’s Economic Empowerment in Market Systems Development: A 
Background 

A market system development (MSD) approach contributes to the development of ‘market 
systems so that they function more effectively, sustainably and beneficially for poor people, 
building their capacities and offering them the opportunity to enhance their lives’.1 An MSD 
approach focuses on creating change in the behaviour of different market actors so they are 
motivated and able to effectively perform market functions.2 The approach recognises that 
each actor in the market system does not operate in isolation of each other, but are part of an 
interconnected system. The MSD approach seeks to address the underlying factors of market 
failure by indirectly assisting the business environment, so it operates effectively and 
sustainably.3 

1 The Springfield Centre. (2009). A Synthesis of the Making Markets Work for the Poor (M4P) Approach. Funded by DFID and 
SDC. 
2 Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC). (n.d.) Mainstreaming Women’s Economic Empowerment (WEE) in 
Market Systems Development, accessed 28 October 2021: https://www.enterprise-development.org/wp-
content/uploads/SDCWEEinMSD.pdf  
3 ECIKS. (2019) How Market System Development Approach Works, accessed 30 November 2021: https://eciks.com/how-
market-system-development-approach-works/  

http://dfat.gov.au/pages/default.aspx
http://dfat.gov.au/pages/default.aspx
https://aip-prisma.or.id/en
https://aip-prisma.or.id/en
https://cavackh.org/
https://marketdevelopmentfacility.org/
https://investinginwomen.asia/
https://www.enterprise-development.org/wp-content/uploads/SDCWEEinMSD.pdf
https://www.enterprise-development.org/wp-content/uploads/SDCWEEinMSD.pdf
https://eciks.com/how-market-system-development-approach-works/
https://eciks.com/how-market-system-development-approach-works/
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While markets are a pervasive influence on peoples’ everyday lives, they often do not benefit 
the poor, in particular poor women. In the past, MSD programs have not designed 
interventions targeted at addressing gender inequality at the different levels of the market 
system or the barriers women experience in engaging in markets despite the flexibility of 
market system approaches. Sometimes this has been overlooked, not seen as a priority, or 
viewed as too difficult. We heard during the Online Seminar Series that many programs are 
now adopting approaches that are effective in addressing barriers for women’s economic 
empowerment (WEE) in terms of accessing market information, financial services, technology, 
and skills training. These provide women with the skills and resources they need to engage 
more successfully in the market. WEE objectives are integrated in MSD, enabling project 
interventions to accommodate the needs of women; gender mainstreaming in MSD increases 
the reach and inclusiveness of projects, with the potential for delivering more equitable 
outcomes.4 It can also lead to opportunities to increase business revenue and grow the overall 
sector.   

Affecting positive change in women’s agency5, however, is more challenging and more often 
untouched in some MSD projects. The goal of women’s economic empowerment has 
progressed from focusing on matters such as income generation, goods or services produced 
by women, and participation in markets, to acknowledging the importance of women from 
diverse backgrounds having power and control over resources to actively participate in 
decision making at all social levels.6  This shift in focus, therefore, has required programs to 
pay attention to the non-economic dimensions of change7, by recognising and addressing the 
barriers that perpetuate gender inequality in the economy as well as wider society. While 
improving women’s financial independence, negotiating skills and self-confidence can 
contribute to WEE, MSD programs often ignore the role of men in WEE and how increasing 
women’s opportunities to be active players in economies may challenge established gender 
norms and relations, for example, dominant ideals of masculinity, which men are expected to 
live up to in different societies. Evidence suggests that men may feel threatened by women 
taking on economic roles traditionally undertaken by men.8 At a broader level, challenges to 
existing power structures and unequal relations may result in a backlash, particularly by those 
who stand to lose in the face of changes to the status quo. For example, women’s increased 
control over resources or greater participation in decision making in the household may result 
in men using violence to reassert their authority.9 Addressing such negative outcomes can be 
problematic given that MSD programs generally do not focus on intra-household dynamics. 
What is more, the changes that market actors need to make (including businesses and 
governments) to create an environment that adopts and reflects gender equality and inclusion, 
often feels like an insurmountable challenge. This can be due to programs not having a clear 
understanding about the structural barriers that limit women’s participation in markets and the 
private sector not having the expertise or capacity to address sensitive social issues. MSD 
programs need to be designed and have the mandate to identify and include activities that 

4 Salmaso, G. (2019) Gender and Market Systems Development: Why we struggle and what can be done to tackle common 
challenges, accessed 28 October 2021: https://www.marketlinks.org/blogs/gender-and-market-systems-development-why-we-
struggle-and-what-can-be-done-tackle-common  
5 Women’s agency is defined as women having the ability to define their goals and act on them. 
6 UNFPA and CARE. (2020) Working Paper: Linking women’s economic empowerment, elimination of gender-based violence 
and enabling sexual and reproductive health and rights, Bangkok: UNFPA Asia and the Pacific. 
7 Kabeer, N. (2017). Economic Versus Non-Economic Empowerment: Is it a False Dichotomy? accessed 30 November 20201: 
https://www.marketlinks.org/blogs/economic-versus-non-economic-empowerment-it-false-dichotomy  
8 UNFPA and CARE. (2020) Working Paper: Linking women’s economic empowerment, elimination of gender-based violence 
and enabling sexual and reproductive health and rights, Bangkok: UNFPA Asia and the Pacific. 
9 Ibid. 

https://www.marketlinks.org/blogs/gender-and-market-systems-development-why-we-struggle-and-what-can-be-done-tackle-common
https://www.marketlinks.org/blogs/gender-and-market-systems-development-why-we-struggle-and-what-can-be-done-tackle-common
https://www.marketlinks.org/blogs/economic-versus-non-economic-empowerment-it-false-dichotomy
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address the structural barriers for WEE, as well as having the right resources, skills, and 
experience to tackle these issues. This can be driven by donor demands but also by 
recognising the potential benefits that can flow to women and businesses if a market sector is 
more inclusive.   
 
Enhancing women’s agency in MSD, in a sustainable and safe manner, requires 
transformative approaches that engage both women and men to help shine a light on gender 
norms and unequal power relations. Using the insights from the Seminar Series and relevant 
women’s economic empowerment literature, this paper aims to generate discussion and 
identify ways of increasing and strengthening women’s engagement in market systems. This 
paper proposes a gender-transformative approach that addresses the root causes of gender 
inequality to achieve this goal.  

 

Pathways to a Gender Transformative WEE in MSD Approach 
 
A common starting point across many approaches to WEE in MSD has put market systems 
at the centre of the intervention model and mapped approaches to women’s empowerment 
around it. That is, considerations about WEE are generally integrated into program activities 
as the last step in the MSD project cycle. Current strategies are inclined to address the visible 
gaps or problems for women to actively participate in markets but do not consider the 
underlying structural factors that reinforce inequalities within markets and societies more 
broadly. Consequently, many approaches to women’s economic empowerment and gender 
equality have not delivered intended outcomes for women. While these programs may have 
reached and/or involved women in activities, they have not necessarily led to lasting 
empowerment, where women continue to benefit after the program ends.  Equally, they may 
have missed growth opportunities or failed to address market failure by not properly 
considering the role of women.10 This suggests we need to critically question how MSD 
programs consider gender to move towards a more practical and sustainable approach to 
women’s economic empowerment.  
 
The model in figure 1 outlines five stages that work towards a truly transformative change in 
gender relations: gender negative; gender neutral; gender-parity focused; gender responsive; 
gender transformative. These stages enable us to broadly assess the progress made by each 
actor in a market system towards gender transformation. The model also highlights the type 
of change required to challenge the causes of gender inequality in market systems.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
10 McDougall, C., Elias, M., Mulema, A. (2021) The potential and unknowns of gender transformative approaches, CGIAR 
Gender Platform Evidence Explainer, Nairobi, accessed 29 October 2021: https://gender.cgiar.org/news-events/potential-and-
unknowns-gender-transformative-approaches 

https://gender.cgiar.org/news-events/potential-and-unknowns-gender-transformative-approaches
https://gender.cgiar.org/news-events/potential-and-unknowns-gender-transformative-approaches
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Figure 1: MSD Gender Transformation Model11 

 
 

The starting point for women and men in many societies in MSD programs is gender negative; 
without development interventions, discriminatory gender norms are reinforced and 
perpetuated in the everyday lives of women and men. Governments, on the other hand, are 
situated between gender neutral where gender is not explicit in policies, legislation, and 
programs, and gender parity where equal representation of men and women in markets is 
sought, but without specifically addressing structural barriers and the factors that perpetuate 
gender inequality. Programs that work to engage women in markets generally sit between 
gender parity and gender responsive, where systematic changes in markets begin to be 
embedded by addressing the different needs of women and men. The ideal goal of the 
transformative model is that the underlying causes of gender inequality are addressed so that 
true economic empowerment for women can be realised. Gender-transformative approaches 
represent a shift in our thinking to address the shortcomings in our current way of working.12  

 
Using Gender Transformative Approaches for Women’s Economic 
Empowerment  
 
A gender-transformative approach aims to redefine women and men’s gender roles and 
transform unequal gender relations to promote shared power, control of resources, decision 
making and support for women’s empowerment.13 The approach encourages critical 

 
11 The Gender Transformation model is inspired by the plenary presentation by Geeta Rao Gupta, Director at International 
Center for Research on Women (ICRW) at the XIIIth International Aids Conference, Durban, South Africa, 12 July 2000. The 
model has been adapted to include the mapping of actors based on the GREAT programming context..  
12 McDougall, C., Elias, M., Mulema, A. (2021) The potential and unknowns of gender transformative approaches, CGIAR 
Gender Platform Evidence Explainer, Nairobi, accessed 29 October 2021: https://gender.cgiar.org/news-events/potential-and-
unknowns-gender-transformative-approaches  
13 UN Women. (2017) Gender Equality Glossary, accessed 10 October 2021: 
https://trainingcentre.unwomen.org/mod/glossary/view.php?id=36&mode=letter&hook=G&sortkey&sortorder&fullsearch=0&pag
e=2  

https://gender.cgiar.org/news-events/potential-and-unknowns-gender-transformative-approaches
https://gender.cgiar.org/news-events/potential-and-unknowns-gender-transformative-approaches
https://trainingcentre.unwomen.org/mod/glossary/view.php?id=36&mode=letter&hook=G&sortkey&sortorder&fullsearch=0&page=2
https://trainingcentre.unwomen.org/mod/glossary/view.php?id=36&mode=letter&hook=G&sortkey&sortorder&fullsearch=0&page=2
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awareness among women and men at all socioeconomic and political levels to shift 
constrictive gender norms and structural barriers that are the source of inequalities in market 
systems. Gender norms play a significant role in determining whether women’s economic 
empowerment can convert into broader empowerment in other areas of women’s lives.14 For 
example, women in a given community may experience increased income or greater access 
to the resources required to operate profitable businesses. These changes may be supported 
by men, partly due to the increased prosperity this brings to families and communities as a 
whole. However, women may still encounter strong resistance from their husbands and 
communities in efforts to actively engage in local decision-making processes. In addition, 
evidence indicates that changing individual attitudes is not enough to change behaviour at the 
broader social level, where the imposition of gender norms is exercised. Hence, a gender-
transformative approach aims to address the factors contributing to gender inequality and 
reshape unequal power relations by moving beyond individual self-improvement among 
women towards redressing the power dynamics and structures that reinforce gender 
inequalities.15 Transformative interventions that address deep-rooted constraints are a 
gradual and evolving process, rather than a one-off event16, and require a community-wide 
approach based on the specifics of the location.17   
 
Research shows that transformative change requires the examination of three broad domains 
of empowerment: agency; relations; and structures. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
A focus on these three dimensions enables the reframing of empowerment by shifting the 
burden of change from women’s individual agency to collective responsibility and political 
engagement and action.18 Placing a gender-transformative approach at the centre of MSD 

 
14 Eves, R., Kouro, G., Simiha, S., and Subalik, I. (2018) Do No Harm Research: Bouganville, Canberra: Department of Pacific 
Affairs, Australian National University.  
15 UNFPA. (2020) Technical note on gender-transformative approaches in the global programme to end child marriage phase II: 
A Summary for Practitioners, accessed 23 October 2021: https://www.unfpa.org/resources/technical-note-gender-
transformative-approaches-summary-practitioners 
16 Kabeer, N. (2010) Women’s Empowerment, Development Interventions and Management of Information Flows, IDS Bulletin, 
Vol. 41(6), Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. 
17 Eves, R., Kouro, G., Simiha, S., and Subalik, I. (2018) Do No Harm Research: Bouganville, Canberra: Department of Pacific 
Affairs, Australian National University. 
18 Hillenbrand E., Karim N., Mohanraj P. and Wu D. (2015) Measuring gender- transformative change: A review of literature and 
promising practices. CARE USA. Working Paper. 

Agency

Relations

Structures

Individual and collective capacities (knowledge and skills), 
attitudes, critical reflection, assets, actions, and access to 
services 

Expectations and cooperative or negotiation dynamics 
embedded within relationships between people in the 
home, market, community, and groups and organisations 
 

Informal and formal institutional rules that govern 
collective, individual, and institutional practices, such 
as environment, social norms, recognition, and 

 

https://www.unfpa.org/resources/technical-note-gender-transformative-approaches-summary-practitioners
https://www.unfpa.org/resources/technical-note-gender-transformative-approaches-summary-practitioners
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programs requires programs, implementing organisations, partners and stakeholders to adapt 
their thinking, approaches and systems to move away from a business as usual approach, to 
a model that transforms unequal power relations, restrictive gender norms and discriminatory 
structures to achieve genuine economic empowerment for women engaged in market 
systems.  
 
A Gender-Transformative Model for Women’s Economic Empowerment in 
Market Systems Development 
 
We posit a different representation to help programs understand what more can be done - 
putting the goal of transforming gender relations at the centre of our models and mapping the 
various market systems and actors around it. By mapping the different actors of the market 
system on a continuum of gender transformative change, we can see where each actor is 
situated, and the direction of systemic change required from a gender perspective. A gender-
transformative approach to women’s economic empowerment in MSD provides opportunities 
to address the gender constraints to increase women’s agency within and across different 
levels of market systems. Addressing women’s agency requires working at and across 
multiple levels to create an enabling environment that facilitates increased choices and 
improved livelihood and well-being outcomes for women and men.19 A gender-transformative 
model for WEE in MSD recognises the interconnected nature of market system actors and 
emphasises that addressing women’s agency requires changes in gender norms and power 
structures to support women’s participation in markets, as well as sustainable shifts in market 
roles, relations, and responsibilities of all related market actors to enable women to perform 
better within them.  
 
Figure 2: A Gender-Transformative Model for Women’s Economic Empowerment in 
Market Systems Development 
 

 

 
19 Cole, S. M., Kantor, P., Sarapura, S., and Rajaratnam, S. (2014) Gender-transformative approaches to address inequalities 
in food, nutrition and economic outcomes in aquatic agricultural systems, Penang: CGIAR Research Program on Aquatic 
Agricultural Systems. 
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Six Effective Habits: The Building Blocks of Gender-Transformative 
Practice 
 
Gender-transformative approaches require a range of activities to be employed at different 
phases and levels of a program. From the many discussions that took place during the 
Seminar Series and a review of WEE literature, the following six habits were identified as key 
components of effective gender-transformative practice in MSD programs.20   
 

The Building Blocks of Gender-Transformative Practice: Six 
Effective Habits 
1. A Gender Aware Organisation 
2. Gender analysis across all market system levels 
3. Robust WEE+MSD theory of change  
4. Engaging with men and boys to achieve lasting change 
5. Engaging with market actors and stakeholders 
6. Measuring transformative change 

 
A gender-aware organisation 
Gender-transformative programs need to be supported by gender-aware implementing 
organisations. Program staff need to be sensitive to gender norms, relations, and power, as 
well as other power structures and social relations. Programs need to dedicate sufficient 
gender resources to build capacity, support design and guide the team.   Everyone has specific 
beliefs and values related to gender and all programs, whether they have an explicit gender 
focus or not, interact with gender relations. Consequently, the belief and value systems of 
implementing organisations influence how gender is considered within program designs and 
implementation.21 To implement gender-transformative programs, implementing 
organisations need to critically reflect on their own principles and culture. This requires internal 
reflections that motivate deep attitudinal and behavioural change among staff to support and 
embed the principles of gender equality and diversity in programming practices.22 Program 
staff need to be exposed to alternative beliefs and behaviours, as a way to support personal 
transformation and shift current thinking.23 
 
Becoming a gender-aware organisation requires an approach that cultivates individual change 
as well as system-level changes within the organisation that demonstrate its commitment to 
transformation.24 Organisations ‘cannot merely present the new desired ways of thinking and 
acting in relation to gender and gender transformative approaches but also must embed them 

 
20 See page 11 for how Australian Government-funded MSD programs employ the Six Effective Habits. 
21 Roa, A., Sandler, J., Kelleher, D., and Miller, C. (2015) Gender at Work: Theory and Practice for 21st Century Organizations, 
London: Routledge. 
22 Cole, S. M., Kantor, P., Sarapura, S., and Rajaratnam, S. (2014) Gender-transformative approaches to address inequalities 
in food, nutrition and economic outcomes in aquatic agricultural systems, Penang: CGIAR Research Program on Aquatic 
Agricultural Systems. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid.  
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in organizational values, systems and procedures, since these surroundings play a key role in 
shaping individual actions and attitudes’.25 
 
Gender analysis across all market system levels  
Effective gender-transformative approaches are supported by strong gender analyses to 
understand the relationships between women and men, their access to resources, 
participation in diverse socioeconomic activities, and the constraints they experience relative 
to each other in the local context in which the program works.26 Gender analyses provide 
opportunities for the program to consult with women, men, household members, and 
communities to understand women’s aspirations, prioritise gender issues to be addressed, 
and identify desirable attitudes and behaviours to support required changes. Women can 
define what agency looks like and identify the conditions that enhance their agency and enable 
them to pursue their aspirations.  A strong gender analysis enables programs to be embedded 
in local realities and informs priority interventions. Gender analysis frameworks are essential 
to understand gender inequalities and identify where gender inequality exists in programming 
contexts.27 Gender analysis can also identify sector growth opportunities that may otherwise 
have been overlooked or identify market constraints that should be addressed.  
 
A gender analysis performed at all levels of the market including the household, private sector 
and government will provide knowledge that helps to identify relevant interventions to create 
equitable and sustainable changes in market relations, roles, and responsibilities, which 
enables women to be better positioned within them.28 If left unaddressed, gender inequality 
will affect the ability of programs to improve women’s engagement in the market system. A 
gender analysis, integrated in a market systems and value chain analysis, will also help to 
develop a business case for market actors to engage with both women and men producers.29 
It will also help to identify opportunities for women to participate across and within all levels of 
the system. 
In addition, a gender analysis at the community level will provide an insight into how gender 
norms and relations are employed in households and communities and how they may interact 
with program interventions.30 A strong gender analysis that outlines the gender norms and 
multi-layered power relations in communities can reveal the risks for women involved in 
program activities, including the risk of violence and/or adversity. It is important that the 
analysis considers how other demographic factors such as ethnicity, class, and sexuality 
intersect and reinforce gender inequality and power structures.31 Understanding the local 
context is critical to ensure programs do no harm and do not exacerbate existing inequalities 
as a result of women’s increased income. 
 

 
25 Ibid. 
26 UNFPA. (2020) Technical note on gender-transformative approaches in the global programme to end child marriage phase II: 
A Summary for Practitioners, accessed 23 October 2021: https://www.unfpa.org/resources/technical-note-gender-
transformative-approaches-summary-practitioners 
27 Hillenbrand E., Karim N., Mohanraj P. and Wu D. (2015) Measuring gender- transformative change: A review of literature and 
promising practices. CARE USA. Working Paper. 
28 Tibi, H., and Kittaneh, A. (2019) Bringing Gender Equality Closer to Women’s Economic Empowerment, CARE Regional 
Applied Economic Empowerment Hub, accessed 20 October, 2021: https://www.care.org/news-and-stories/resources/bringing-
gender-equality-to-womens-economic-empowerment/ 
29 Ibid. 
30 Hillenbrand E., Karim N., Mohanraj P. and Wu D. (2015) Measuring gender- transformative change: A review of literature and 
promising practices. CARE USA. Working Paper. 
31 International Centre for Research on Women (ICRW). (2018) Gender equity and male engagement: it only works when 
everyone plays, Washington: International Centre for Research on Women. 

https://www.unfpa.org/resources/technical-note-gender-transformative-approaches-summary-practitioners
https://www.unfpa.org/resources/technical-note-gender-transformative-approaches-summary-practitioners
https://www.care.org/news-and-stories/resources/bringing-gender-equality-to-womens-economic-empowerment/
https://www.care.org/news-and-stories/resources/bringing-gender-equality-to-womens-economic-empowerment/
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Robust WEE+MSD theories of change 
Programs adopting a gender-transformative approach require the development of a robust 
theory of change that is based on a systematic process that includes evidence from a gender 
analysis, relevant studies, and consultations with key stakeholders. The Theory of Change 
should be based on a nuanced understanding of how gender relations and the different gender 
constraints affect WEE and market performance; the potential benefits for different 
stakeholders if the constraints are removed or improved; and assumptions for cause-effect 
linkages that remain true. This understanding can be obtained from the gender analysis, 
relevant literature, and stakeholder consultations. Evidence indicates that using participatory 
methods that include consulting with both females and males and other related stakeholders 
to understand their concerns and priorities contributes to the development of a theory of 
change that is evidence-based, realistic and localised.32  
 
Once developed, it is important to test the theory of change with women and men, and related 
stakeholders and market actors to ensure it has the rigour to be relevant and realistic. Using 
participatory methods to test the theory facilitates ownership of stakeholders, which will lead 
to their active participation in implementing the localized solutions identified. The testing 
process helps women, men and key stakeholders define the constraints and challenges that 
need to be addressed to ensure equity and feasibility of the business model.33 
 
Engaging with men and boys to achieve lasting change 
Engaging with men and boys to address gender inequality is fundamental to achieving 
sustainable change and is a crucial component of gender transformative programming.34 
However, engaging men and boys in programs is more than just securing men’s patronage; it 
is about engaging men and boys to collectively explore and determine that they have much to 
gain from gender equality and to question gender norms and power structures in a way that 
steers them to make changes in their own behaviour. It requires programs to engage with men 
and boys as actors to influence changes that support WEE rather than focusing only on 
women. Gender-transformative approaches adopt strategies that combine reflective and 
participatory methods to enable critical discussions about gender norms and power 
imbalances, rather than simply informing men about the importance of gender equality.35  
 
Engaging men in programs can be strengthened by adopting specific strategies relevant to 
different market system levels. Working with stakeholders in the market system including at 
the individual, household, and community level is critical for engaging men in gender 
transformation. It is equally important for programs to consider the implications of working at 
institutional levels to address institutional hierarchies and engage male leaders to create more 

 
32 Hillenbrand E., Karim N., Mohanraj P. and Wu D. (2015) Measuring gender- transformative change: A review of literature 
and promising practices. CARE USA. Working Paper. 
33 Hillenbrand E., Karim N., Mohanraj P. and Wu D. (2015) Measuring gender- transformative change: A review of literature and 
promising practices. CARE USA. Working Paper. 
34 Tibi, H., and Kittaneh, A. (2019) Bringing Gender Equality Closer to Women’s Economic Empowerment, CARE Regional 
Applied Economic Empowerment Hub, accessed 20 October, 2021: https://www.care.org/news-and-stories/resources/bringing-
gender-equality-to-womens-economic-empowerment/ 
35 McDougall, C., Elias, M., Mulema, A. (2021) The potential and unknowns of gender transformative approaches, CGIAR 
Gender Platform Evidence Explainer, Nairobi, accessed 29 October 2021: https://gender.cgiar.org/news-events/potential-and-
unknowns-gender-transformative-approaches 

https://www.care.org/news-and-stories/resources/bringing-gender-equality-to-womens-economic-empowerment/
https://www.care.org/news-and-stories/resources/bringing-gender-equality-to-womens-economic-empowerment/
https://gender.cgiar.org/news-events/potential-and-unknowns-gender-transformative-approaches
https://gender.cgiar.org/news-events/potential-and-unknowns-gender-transformative-approaches
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gender-equitable workplace policies, as well as at the policy level to promote the voices of 
women within policy and its development.36 
 
Engaging with market actors and stakeholders 
Engaging with relevant market actors and local stakeholders in gender transformative WEE in 
MSD programming enables the market system to be more equal, open, and supportive to 
women producers and businesses.37 Interventions that are based on understandings of both 
women and markets can create sustainable shifts in market roles, relations, and 
responsibilities of all related market actors to enable women to be better performing within 
them.38  
  
Engaging with the private sector, for example, requires programs to develop an investment or 
business case where evidence is provided to present both economic and social benefits for a 
business that engages with women in markets.39 A compelling business case for engaging 
with women should align with business incentives and key performance indicators, via an 
approach that embodies the business’ own strategic interests.40 Positive outcomes for the 
private sector would be an increasing business efficiency, diversification of suppliers, and 
improving reputation management while women would benefit from enhanced agency, 
increased market engagement opportunities, and income.41  
 
Similarly, working with policy makers to review and revise policies and systems related to 
market systems is required to ensure that they support gender transformation and facilitate 
women’s equal participation in markets. Promoting the voices of women in policy development 
by increasing women’s participation as policy makers, as well as ensuring active involvement 
of diverse women representatives in policy design and dialogue, is important for developing 
policies that facilitate gender equality and women’s economic empowerment within market 
systems.42  
 
Measuring transformative change 
Measuring gender transformative change is a critical component of capturing how gender 
relations and power structures have changed across different levels of the market system and 
contribute to WEE and MSD outcomes included in the theory of change. As gender 
transformation necessitates working with diverse actors at different levels, learning is therefore 
a comprehensive process that identifies change across all market system levels.43 This can 

 
36 International Centre for Research on Women (ICRW). (2018) Gender equity and male engagement: it only works when 
everyone plays, Washington: International Centre for Research on Women. 
37 Tibi, H., and Kittaneh, A. (2019) Bringing Gender Equality Closer to Women’s Economic Empowerment, CARE Regional 
Applied Economic Empowerment Hub, accessed 20 October, 2021: https://www.care.org/news-and-stories/resources/bringing-
gender-equality-to-womens-economic-empowerment/ 
38 Ibid.  
39 Tibi, H., and Kittaneh, A. (2019) Bringing Gender Equality Closer to Women’s Economic Empowerment, CARE Regional 
Applied Economic Empowerment Hub, accessed 20 October, 2021: https://www.care.org/news-and-stories/resources/bringing-
gender-equality-to-womens-economic-empowerment/ 
40 Hakspiel, J. (n.d.) Working with the Private Sector to Empower Women: What to Measure and How to Buil the Business 
Case for Change, accessed 2 December 20201: 
https://seepnetwork.org/files/galleries/AWEF_WorkingWithThePrivateSectorToEmpowerWomen_FINAL.pdf  
41 Tibi, H., and Kittaneh, A. (2019) Bringing Gender Equality Closer to Women’s Economic Empowerment, CARE Regional 
Applied Economic Empowerment Hub, accessed 20 October, 2021: https://www.care.org/news-and-stories/resources/bringing-
gender-equality-to-womens-economic-empowerment/ 
42 International Centre for Research on Women (ICRW). (2018) Gender equity and male engagement: it only works when 
everyone plays, Washington: International Centre for Research on Women.  
43 Tibi, H., and Kittaneh, A. (2019) Bringing Gender Equality Closer to Women’s Economic Empowerment, CARE Regional 
Applied Economic Empowerment Hub, accessed 20 October, 2021: https://www.care.org/news-and-stories/resources/bringing-
gender-equality-to-womens-economic-empowerment/ 
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be achieved via mechanisms including monitoring and evaluation, research, critical reflection, 
as well as community-based feedback systems that capture ideas and recommendations 
about the effectiveness of program interventions from women and men in communities, private 
sector, government and relevant stakeholders.44 Both programming and learning needs to 
consider the three broad domains of empowerment: agency, relations, and structure. 
Measurements of success, therefore, include changes in women’s agency (e.g., self-esteem, 
aspirations, and self-efficacy), interventions that change gender relations based on men’s and 
women’s perceptions, and interventions that transform social structures and systems including 
government legislation, informal rules and structures and private sector.45  
 
Measuring transformative change requires a mixed-method approach that favours qualitative 
and participatory methods alongside quantitative approaches.  While quantitative approaches 
have the ability to document the changes, qualitative methods enable the complexity of 
change to be documented, by explaining the processes that were required to achieve this.46 
Qualitative methods are able to obtain information about transformative change and are better 
equipped to capture different types of power inequality, including gender norms, attitudes, 
behaviours, and relationships.47  
 
As gender-transformative approaches challenge social hierarchies, it is important to track both 
the positive and negative changes taking place. Understanding the directions in which change 
in power relations occurs can provide valuable information about areas that are difficult and/or 
easier to shift, as well as what prevention and mitigation strategies are required.48 
 
Current Gender-Transformative Practices in MSD Programs 
 
Gender transformative approaches are not new, and the Seminar Series highlighted that many 
MSD programs have already applied some of the Six Effective Habits to their programs. The 
following provides examples of the range of gender-transformative practices employed by 
programs. 
 

GREAT: The economic empowerment of ethnic minority women living in north-west Vietnam is the 
focus of the GREAT Program, with Market Systems Development (MSD) employed as a mechanism 
to achieve this. The Program works in selected agricultural sectors as well as tourism and recognises 
the important opportunities for women’s economic empowerment (WEE) that a stronger cinnamon 
sector, with expanded organic production, could generate.  GREAT’s cinnamon sector priorities 
included: 

• Mobilising and strengthening women-led producer organisations to be suppliers to partner 
lead firms; 

 
44 UNFPA. (2020) Technical note on gender-transformative approaches in the global programme to end child marriage phase II: 
A Summary for Practitioners, accessed 23 October 2021: https://www.unfpa.org/resources/technical-note-gender-
transformative-approaches-summary-practitioners 
45 UNFPA. (2020) Technical note on gender-transformative approaches in the global programme to end child marriage phase II: 
A Summary for Practitioners, accessed 23 October 2021: https://www.unfpa.org/resources/technical-note-gender-
transformative-approaches-summary-practitioners 
46 Wong, F., Vos, A., Pyburn. R., and Newton, J. (2019) Implementing gender transformative approaches in agriculture: A 
discussion paper for the European Commission, accessed 20 October 2021: https://www.kit.nl/wp-
content/uploads/2020/08/Gender-Transformative-Approaches-in-Agriculture_Platform-Discussion-Paper-final-1.pdf  
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 
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• Facilitating private sector investment in processing facilities in Lao Cai and expanding 
sourcing of organic product, particularly from women production groups, to anchor the local 
higher-end market segment; and 

• Supporting the cinnamon sector steering and learning mechanisms to strengthen inclusive 
economic governance, to ensure the needs and interests of ethnic minority women and other 
marginalised groups are met. 

 
Project activities were deliberately tailored to meet the needs of the target beneficiaries at the 
household, community, business, and policy levels. At the same time, acknowledging the 
fundamental role that intra-household power dynamics play in WEE and gender equality among the 
ethnic minority population, GREAT has also ensured an active and strong involvement of other family 
members, particularly men. 
 
Women have taken the lead in organic cinnamon production and have benefited from increased 
access to economic opportunities and greater economic and social agency. Participating women 
have increased their knowledge and used it to contribute to producing and selling cinnamon. Their 
strong participation and leadership in production groups have also had spin-off benefits such as 
fostering social connections and networks of mutual assistance and support which are critical to 
overall well-being.  The producer groups have also increased women’s awareness of environmental 
issues. 
 
Women also now play a greater role in decision-making related to production and in using money for 
the household, including for themselves. While they still have primary responsibility for household 
work as well as productive work, their husbands increasingly assist in the housework, especially if 
they are not working outside the home. 
 

 
PRISMA: PRISMA's commercially driven and evidence-based approach to Women's Economic 
Empowerment (WEE) emphasises understanding consumer behaviour in Indonesia's Agriculture 
sector and supporting the private sector in considering that women have distinct profiles, 
preferences, and constraints. Through extensive research and analysis into women's roles as 
farmers and as crucial decision-makers in agricultural households, PRISMA supports private 
partners in understanding the economic value of inclusion and how to integrate women in business 
models that are sustainable and resilient in the long run. PRISMA has found that working in this 
manner leads to benefits for businesses and improves women's agency and empowerment. One 
such case is the program's work in the Pigs sector in East Nusa Tenggara (NTT), where the program 
supported pig feed businesses in understanding women's roles and involvement in the sector. As a 
result, companies promoted improved pig feed and good rearing practices to women pig farmers. 
PRISMA's qualitative study showed that women can now improve contribution and control over 
household expenditure and personal aspirations. Significant savings in workload from improved feed 
have resulted in more women engaging in additional income-earning work. They are also more 
involved in social and agricultural community groups, including cooperatives. Women can also 
influence the continued use of improved feed within the household and, most importantly, retain 
control as pig business becomes more lucrative. 
 
PRISMA’s learnings demonstrate how women agents are vital for reaching more women farmers 
with improved products, knowledge, and services and can also achieve greater agency through their 
roles that promote leadership and networking opportunities. These roles result in increased self-
esteem and the ability to control and contribute to their personal and household needs. This model 
has received positive traction from women farmers and businesses as we see greater interest from 
agricultural companies to recruit sales agents and improve women’s overall working conditions.  
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CAVAC: In 2019, CAVAC carried out a study on the Effects of Sustainable Irrigation Services on 
women and men. The study findings show highly positive outcomes for women in relation to time and 
labour savings and high levels of satisfaction among women with water allocation and other benefits. 
Based on a recommendation from this study, CAVAC piloted an intervention to promote women as 
Agriculture Support Members (ASMs). The ASM role is to provide technical support to other farmers 
in their community on rice farming; supporting women ASMs aimed to increase women’s role and 
visibility in agriculture within their communities, with a long-term aim of increasing women’s 
engagement in irrigation governance. Women ASMs were trained on rice farming technology so they 
could strengthen their own rice farming practices and share this knowledge within their communities, 
thus enhancing their roles and relationships as skilled farmers and leaders within the community. 
Trained women are now more confident to do rice cultivation, and to share their knowledge with 
family members and neighbours. An assessment of the pilot showed that the community recognised 
and valued the contribution made by the women ASMs in their households and in the community. 

 
MDF: Across MDF’s countries of operation in the Asia-Pacific, many women experience 
sociocultural barriers that limit their participation in economic activities, despite the different contexts. 
These include: male-dominated societal structures, gendered roles in the workplace, household, and 
childcare responsibilities. However, MDF has found that working with the private sector to support 
women in the economy can have positive impacts on both private sector profits and women’s agency. 
MDF defines agency as women’s influence within the household, including participation in decision-
making, improved well-being and recognition among family and community. MDF believes that 
economic development programs play an important role in women’s economic empowerment (WEE) 
and need to carefully consider women’s constraints when designing interventions. After undertaking 
a market system analysis of the MSME sector in 2018, MDF identified that women are frequently 
discouraged from entrepreneurship or excluded from decision-making processes, even when they 
are responsible for most of the work. MDF’s interventions indicated that access to resources, 
information and opportunities gave female entrepreneurs the confidence to make better-informed 
decisions and develop strategies that improved their business. In Fiji, MDF worked with the Fiji 
Commerce and Employers Federation (FCEF) to offer business advisory services that targeted 
indigenous-owned and female-led businesses through mentorship, in-classroom sessions, 
networking, and information sharing sessions with key compliance organisations. The businesses 
were mentored by local experts in strategic management, HR management, accounting, and 
finances, as well as branding and sales.  

 
Conclusion 
 
Evidence shows that women experience many challenges including limited decision-making 
power, choices, and control over resources that prevent them from engaging in markets and 
pursuing their aspirations. While some MSD programs have initiated approaches that have 
been effective in addressing barriers for WEE, other MSD programs that aim to increase WEE 
adopt mainstreaming approaches that only accommodate the needs of women to enable them 
to participate, rather than addressing the contributing factors to gender inequality and/or the 
barriers to women’s participation. Addressing women’s constraints in market systems requires 
gender-transformative approaches that enable change not only at the individual level but also 
challenge the structural factors that perpetuate and reinforce gender inequalities. Clear 
guidance and expectations about gender transformative change and how this can be 
implemented should be discussed at the design and onset of MSD programs. Current 
programs can also start the process of shifting their thinking and ways of working by talking 
about how MSD programs can do WEE better. The following questions aim to get this 
conversation started: 
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• Where on the gender-transformation model does your program lie? (Figure 1)? 

 
• What would be required for your program to move towards a gender transformative 

approach? 
 

• What is the first step your program could take to begin or strengthen the process of 
gender-transformative change in MSD? 
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