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omen may well be the most important agents of economic development. Investments in
their education and training have proven to deliver large social and economic returns,
including positive benefits for children’s education (especially girls’); lower infant, child and
maternal mortality rates; reduced fertility; and higher labor force participation and earnings
among women. This reality is reflected in the World Bank’s recent observation that “The
business case for expanding women’s economic opportunities...is nothing short of smart
economics.”1
The global workforce in 2007 was 200 million women stronger than a decade earlier. The
1.2 billion women in the paid labor force now comprise nearly half (46 percent) of the global
workforce. Although a growing share of women have waged work, a significant proportion still
are self-employed, mainly in micro or small businesses that yield low and irregular income. This
is particularly the case in developing economies, such as those in sub-Saharan Africa, where
fewer than 2 out of 10 women receive a formal wage.2
These patterns persist in part because women have unequal access to education and training
opportunities, which often relegates them to less-well paying, lower status, and less secure
forms of work. Substantial gender disparities in equal pay also persist. Further, the barriers to
growth that women-owned enterprises face go largely unaddressed, while women’s needs for
business and management education continue to be underserved.
Against this backdrop, education that conveys essential business and management skills
emerges as a crucial means to improve the capacities of women to start and grow their
businesses, to expand opportunities for paid work among low-income and less-educated
women, and to fulfill women’s potential as development actors.

Women’s Enterprises Tend to Remain at the Micro Level and Need More than
Microfinance to Expand
In many of the least developed and developing countries, 90 percent of all enterprises, including
those in the informal sector, are micro and small enterprises (MSEs).3 Women’s share of
these businesses is large, but primarily among micro – rather than small – enterprises,4 and
concentrated in activities traditionally dominated by women such as food vending, informal
processing and catering, handicrafts, and tailoring. A range of barriers prevent women in
developing countries from growing their enterprises, including:
•

Limited access to education and training. The continued unequal access to education
and training for women and girls at all levels in many developing countries has lifelong
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consequences for their ability to participate in the market economy. This is compounded
by the fact that there are few business and management education, and training
programs in developing countries readily available to women, or women entrepreneurs
and managers in particular.
•

Competition. Women-owned businesses tend to compete in restricted local markets,
where excessive competition leads to underpricing of products and reduced incomes for
women and their families.

•

Legal and property rights. In certain countries, laws denying women’s rights to own
and inherit property inhibit their ability to pledge collateral to obtain formal credit for
business investment or other purposes. Even in countries where formal or religious laws
permit women and girls to own and inherit property, some cultural practices require that
they transfer their property uncompensated to a male family member.

•

Access to capital. Women entrepreneurs identify obtaining finance as their biggest
challenge in starting and growing a business. Most MSE business owners begin by
financing their operations with personal savings and loans from family members.
Without assets for collateral, women usually cannot access the investment capital
needed to grow or expand their businesses beyond the MSE levels.

Of these challenges, the need for finance has been the only issue development strategies have
addressed for women entrepreneurs at any scale. According to the Consultative Group to Assist
the Poor (CGAP), many microfinance institutions (MFIs) serve a clientele that is exclusively
women, and men constitute only a third of microfinance clients globally.5 By 2006, the global
microfinance industry had grown to extend financial services to more than 100 million clients,
and these numbers continue to rise. However, women have noted that MFI loans are too small
and group methods of lending do not meet their needs as private entrepreneurs,6 meaning that
improved financing services are essential.
Equally important, women need non-financial services – such as market information and
access, management and financial training, peer networks and leadership skills – to access
greater economic opportunities. Women entrepreneurs in developing countries also have
identified a need for education and skills, including specialized training, financial advice,
business counseling and marketing support for their products and services.7
Unfortunately, efforts to equip women with these skills to date have fallen short. Vocational
education programs targeting women often have focused on low-return gender stereotyped
crafts and services, frequently saturating local markets, without providing market-responsive
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entrepreneurship and business management skills training. Business development services
(BDS) training and support programs to strengthen micro and small enterprises also have been
of limited quality, accessibility, and effectiveness,8 and few programs have focused explicitly on
women’s entrepreneurship skills building.9
Accessible, quality business and management training is essential for women entrepreneurs
to develop and lead their businesses beyond MSE levels, and for women to take on managerial
responsibilities in larger enterprises. Many women need this support to gain the confidence,
freedom and opportunities to try new ways of doing business10 – and targeted business and
management training programs may be the most effective way for women in developing
countries to build these skills.

Business and Management Education Programs Benefit Women, Families and
Societies
The benefits conveyed by business and management training for women go far beyond technical
skills building. Training programs can equip women with the skills they need to grow their
enterprises, which in turn can generate social and economic benefits for women, their families
and society as a whole.
In today’s global marketplace, a basic education is not enough to compete for better-paying
jobs, increase productivity, or achieve the greater social and economic returns that higher levels
of education can bring. Increasing the availability of post-secondary business and management
training can contribute to the realization of women’s social and economic advancement. For
instance, improved economic opportunities and earnings can have positive effects on women’s
self-confidence, status within the household, participation in important household and economic
decisions, and even their vulnerability to domestic violence.11
These direct benefits to women are perhaps most evident in the work place. Studies show that
women with higher education have an increased probability of joining the formal workforce.12 To
date, the few women who currently are pursuing higher education in most developing countries
are largely channeled into relatively low-wage occupations such as teaching and nursing.
Expanding women’s access to quality business and management education programs can be
an important way to ensure they have the skills sets that correspond to market demand in a
globalizing economy.
Perhaps the most compelling benefits of education are experienced by the families and
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communities of women who are educated. Education at secondary and tertiary levels not only
increases women’s earning capacities13 and opportunities, but also translates into benefits for
their children.14 Low-income parents are less likely to send girls to school beyond the primary
level largely because they do not perceive the economic rationale for educating daughters who
will marry and join another household. Educated and working mothers are more likely to change
these perceptions and keep their daughters in school. For instance, it is known that children of
working mothers attain higher levels of education than those whose mothers do not engage in
paid work.15 And, as demonstrated in a 41-country study, education of adults, especially women,
has a significant impact on the enrollment of children.16 Further, children are presumed to
benefit from the positive role model that an educated mother provides.17 Finally, the education
levels of mothers have been found to have a greater influence on daughters’ school enrollment
rates than that of their fathers.18 Enhancing business education for women entrepreneurs and
managers may increase the likelihood that their daughters will enroll and stay in school.
Another important benefit of better trained women entrepreneurs and managers is their
enhanced potential to grow their businesses and create jobs.19 Recent studies have shown that
women who receive training change business practices in ways that increase profits and grow
businesses.20 For instance, a study of microfinance operations found that female CEOs often
are associated with greater returns on assets and lower operation costs.21 Better managed
companies also can lead to the creation of more jobs for others in developing economies,22
suggesting that strengthening the capabilities of women helps to make local and national
economies stronger, and even more competitive.
Taken together, this information suggests that investing in women’s entrepreneurship and
business management skills creates three tiers of benefits: (1) It expands the capacities of
women who receive the training, (2) it carries the promise of longer-term benefits to family wellbeing and community development, and (3) it bolsters the ability of local and national economies
to compete in the global marketplace.

Filling the Gap in Business Education and Training: A Role for the Private Sector
It is increasingly clear that developing economies need the assistance and expertise not only of
other governments and private donors, but also that of private business and industry, where so
much expertise and experience lies.
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The public sector is faced with competing demands and limited resources. As governments
in least developed countries and emerging market economies grapple with financing primary
and secondary education, alongside health and infrastructure shortfalls, the need for higher
education remains largely underserved, especially for women. Investments of global business
partners in business management education for women can be a key resource for filling this
gap.
Several important organizations have stepped forward with direct advice to guide parties
interested in fueling enterprise for economic development. The Committee of Donor Agencies
for Small Enterprise Development (CDSED), an organization composed of donor governments
and international development agencies, identified guiding principles for successful business
development services to be delivered locally, highlighting that services should:
•
•
•
•

be delivered in a business-like, demand-led, entrepreneurial manner;
focus on a limited range of core businesses rather than broadly diversified;
reflect a sound understanding of the client’s needs; and
exhibit a social orientation combined with rigorous institutional performance targets.

CDSED found that such characteristics are best exemplified by private, for-profit providers, who
also have the capacity to assist the many not-for-profit providers currently offering business
development services and training to become more sustainable and businesslike.23
The International Labor Organization (ILO) has identified 10 key policies to help women develop
their enterprises, including providing access to education, skills and management training
(see Figure 1).24 Several of the ILO’s key policy objectives are being addressed by The Goldman
Sachs 10,000 Women Initiative, a new program launched in early 2008 that is the first of its kind
to provide underserved women entrepreneurs, managers and businesswomen in developing
countries with access to quality business and management training certificate programs
established through global business school and other partnerships, mentorship and postgraduation support. Among corporate sponsors, The Goldman Sachs 10,000 Women Initiative is
well-positioned to respond to program measures outlined by the ILO and serve as an example
for other models in the business community. Specifically, it seeks to increase women’s:
•

23
24

Access to enterprise education and skills and management training. By reaching
underserved women, including those who have not completed secondary schooling, The
Goldman Sachs 10,000 Women Initiative will reach a largely untapped market of women
who have demonstrated talent and motivation, but lack entrepreneurial and business
management skills.
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•

Promotion of women as entrepreneurs. Legitimizing the contribution that women already
make while building their capacity to play a greater role is central to The Goldman
Sachs 10,000 Women Initiative. The program also will address another need that the ILO
identified, to promote entrepreneurship and business opportunities with high growth
potential among skilled and educated women so their businesses thrive from the start.25

•

Access to business development services and information. Through sharing expertise with
and building capacity of business schools in focus countries, the Goldman Sachs 10,000
Women Initiative programs will improve the quality of education for students, including
women workers, managers and entrepreneurs.

•

Access to women entrepreneurs’ associations, networks and employers’ organizations.
Through the establishment of mentoring and networking channels for women, as well
as post-graduation support, The Goldman Sachs 10,000 Women Initiative will provide
ongoing social capital building and learning opportunities for women entrepreneurs.

•

Access to credit and financial resources. Through partnerships, The Goldman Sachs
10,000 Women Initiative will seek opportunities for women entrepreneurs to link up with
financial services to provide them access to capital for business investment.

•

Research and evaluation of training programs for women entrepreneurs. A review of
business development services studies found that almost no program evaluations
focused on examining and improving the impacts of training on women entrepreneurs
and their businesses.26 To contribute to the knowledge base on this issue, The Goldman
Sachs Charitable Fund has commissioned the International Center for Research on
Women (ICRW) to undertake research that expands on the topics raised in this paper
regarding the effects of business and management training on women and economic
development.
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Figure 1
10 program measures to help
women grow their business
Source: ILO, 2007

Features of
The Goldman Sachs
10,000 Women
Initiative

Best-suited agents
to mobilize these measures

(1) Policy leadership and
coordination for women’s
entrepreneurship

Government, business and civil
society in partnership

(2) Regulatory and legal
instruments and issues affecting
women’s enterprises	 

National and international regulatory
and legal bodies, local and cultural
authorities

(3) Promotion of women
entrepreneurs, including
vulnerable and disadvantaged
women

✓

Business, civil society

(4) Access to enterprise education,
and to skills and management
training

✓

Secondary and tertiary education
institutions, technical and vocational
education training programs

(5) Access to credit and financial
resources

✓

Local and national formal and semiformal financial institutions

(6) Access to business
development services and
information

✓

Business management and
entrepreneurship education
programs, universities

(7) Access to women
entrepreneurs’ associations,
business networks and
employers’ networks.

✓

Women’s business associations and
networks, employers’ networks,
mentorship programs

(8) Access to business premises

Industry leaders, business owners,
managers

(9) Access to markets

Governments through analysis,
information, transportation,
regulation, infrastructure

(10) Research on women
entrepreneurs and women-owned
MSEs

✓

Women’s research institutes,
universities, program impact
evaluators

By empowering academic institutions to apply their knowledge and seek new ways to reach
underserved women, programs like The Goldman Sachs 10,000 Women Initiative can go a long
way toward filling the gap between the role women in developing countries currently play in the
global economy and their potential.
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Conclusion
Women are essential agents of economic development. In a globalizing economy, women
entrepreneurs and business managers can thrive only if they have access to information,
training and business development services that will enable them to succeed in competitive
labor markets and fluctuating economic conditions. Women who obtain secondary and higher
education are more likely to advance economically and to be effective agents of change within
their communities and countries.27 To fulfill this potential, women entrepreneurs and managers
need specific investments in developing their business skills. They need these skills to
transform from owners of struggling micro and small enterprises to owners and managers of
growing and dynamic ones responsive to expanding opportunities in the global marketplace.
Governments and other development actors are providing such training, but much more
needs to be done both to expand access and to improve quality. Higher education business and
managerial training programs for women are often under-resourced and of inconsistent quality,
relevance and accessibility as they compete with many other deserving priorities in low-income
countries. Private sector donors have a huge opportunity to fill this gap and enable women to
capture the many individual, social and developmental benefits that come with business and
management training.
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