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Executive summary

Business environment reform (BER) for sustainable 
development is a key avenue for policymakers to 
enable inclusive growth, job creation, and poverty 
reduction. Yet what has been traditionally defined 
as the “business environment”, and the resulting 
policies, often remain shaped by the experience of 
male business owners, male workers, male inves-
tors, and male decision-makers – leaving aside the 
lived experiences of half of the world’s population, 
and the multifaceted regulatory, institutional, and 
cultural constraints these women face. 

A gender-sensitive analysis of the challenges and 
opportunities to doing business, as well as a more 
inclusive design and implementation of public-pri-
vate dialogue and policy formulation has the po-
tential not only to significantly advance women’s 
economic empowerment, but also to reduce pov-
erty and inequality and have a major macroeco-
nomic impact on growth and prosperity.

This paper explores specific gendered challenges 
within core business environment reform policy 
areas from the ILO’s Enabling Environment for 
Sustainable Enterprises (EESE) programme, while 
adopting the ILO’s Women’s Entrepreneurship 
Development (WED) programme as a main refer-
ence point. By doing so, it seeks to provide BER 
programming partners and policymakers with a 
nuanced and evidence-based understanding of 
women’s differential constraints to “doing busi-
ness” as female entrepreneurs, female business 
owners, and female workers. It draws from an 
extensive desk review of BER literature and ten in-
terviews with ILO experts, whose diverse experi-
ence in implementing EESE and WED assessments 
contextualized the findings and highlighted chal-
lenges, lessons learned, and best practices. 

The evidence is grounded in a tri-level framework 
of the business environment that includes policy 
and legal rights (women’s legal discrimination), 
administrative frameworks for implementation 
(gender-biased outcomes of laws in practice), 
and institutional arrangements of public deci-
sion-making (voice and representation).  This 
framework seeks to be the analytical backdrop 
for the examination of interrelated gendered 

challenges in a business environment. It charts 
entry points for gender-sensitive reform inter-
ventions drawing from the concept of women’s 
economic empowerment and the importance of 
agency.

The framework of this work has identified wom-
en’s access to finance and markets, their land 
and property rights, and business registration 
and informality as priorities among the economic 
policy areas. Women’s limited control over assets 
and land impacts their economic autonomy, pro-
ductivity, and ability to fulfil collateral require-
ments. Discriminatory practices from financial 
institutions undermine women’s access to credit 
and other forms of finance. Lack of time, mobility, 
required paperwork, resource constraints, un-
clear benefits of formalization, and a higher prob-
ability of harassment from officials prevent or 
disincentivize many women from registering their 
businesses. Smaller networks, business size and 
varying degrees of informality negatively affect 
women’s ability to build business relations, market 
their products, and enter public and private formal 
supply chains.

Labour laws & social protection, social norms 
& entrepreneurial culture, and human capital 
& education are highlighted as critical elements 
of the social conditions for women’s economic em-
powerment and decent work. Occupational segre-
gation and the double burden of women’s unpaid 
care and domestic work significantly impact their 
ability to engage in formal employment and grow 
their businesses. Social norms, informal rules 
and customary practices have a direct impact on 
women’s asset ownership, their ability to combine 
income-generating work with a family, as well as 
their broader autonomy and decision-making 
power.

Regarding the political elements of business en-
vironment reform, gender-related issues tend 
to emerge especially in Public-Private Dialogue 
& Participation in Decision-Making. Women’s 
voice and representation in business environment 
reform and the wider policymaking process is crit-
ical for their empowerment. So too are stronger 
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legal rights for women and their greater rep-
resentation in law-making bodies. Beyond this, 
women are still systematically under-represented 
in many traditional institutions including trade 
unions and business associations. Regarding Good 
Governance and Access to Justice, women often 
struggle to access the justice system, impacting 
their ability to run a business. This applies to cases 
of harassment and bribery, cases of commercial 
disputes and other legal conflicts over assets and 
land.

In putting poverty reduction and decent work at 
the centre, business environment analyses should 
avoid concentrating only on formal entrepreneur-
ship, but map a broader range of economically 
active women and in particular women in informal 
and vulnerable employment. This means moving 
away from merely framing informal businesses as 
“unfair competition”, investigating the underlying 
reasons for informality as well as exploring key 
pathways to formalization.

Given the core relevance of women’s voice and 
collective organizing for their economic empow-
erment and for the long-term sustainability of 
gender-sensitive reform processes, promoting 
diverse women’s representation in public-private 
dialogue from the analysis to the implementation 
phase should be a key cross-cutting goal for BER 
programmes.

In sum, business environment reform pro-
grammes must move beyond viewing “social 
inclusion” as a distinct policy area towards main-
streaming a gender lens across policy areas and 
the reform process. At a minimum, this should 
include collecting data from women-led formal 
and informal businesses and disaggregating sec-
ondary data by gender, pushing traditional social 
partners to include women’s voices in public-pri-
vate dialogue forums, as well as broadening the 
stakeholder engagement and capacity building 
support to women’s business associations and 
other organizations of women’s collective action.
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Introduction

The ILO’s mandate for business environment 
reform (BER) was established in 2007, when the 
International Labour Conference introduced 
a framework of 17 conditions of the Enabling 
Environment to support Sustainable Enterprises 
(EESE) (ILO 2007). On the basis of this framework, 
the ILO’s Enterprises Department has conducted 
enabling environment assessments, supported 
national stakeholders in drafting BER action plans, 
and provided implementation assistance to ILO 
constituents in over 60 countries. 

Women’s entrepreneurship development (WED) 
tools were first developed by the ILO through 
an initial assessment framework in collaboration 
with the African Development Bank in East Africa 
(AfDB & ILO 2007). In 2008, the ILO’s Governing 
Body adopted a strategy to promote WED, which 
led to the establishment of a dedicated WED pro-
gramme, and a consolidated assessment frame-
work for women’s entrepreneurship development 

(WED Assessment) (ILO 2008). ILO-WED conducts 
assessments and suggests recommendations for 
countries focusing specifically on the business 
environment for women entrepreneurs, as well 
as providing direct capacity building support to 
entrepreneurs and local BDS providers. While 
WED assessments work with a broader range of 
decision makers and business environment actors, 
EESE assessments have mainly relied on the ability 
of social partners (governments, workers’ organ-
izations, employers’ organizations), and in par-
ticular Employers’ Organizations (EOs) to influence 
decision makers.

Given the clear potential for enhanced impact to 
business environment reform by mainstreaming 
gender across the spectrum, this paper aims to 
provide evidence and recommendations to BER 
professionals on the relationship between gender, 
women’s entrepreneurship development and busi-
ness environment reform.

 X Overview of EESE and WED Assessment Frameworks

EESE 17 Framework Conditions WED 6 Framework conditions and 17 sub-conditions

Political Elements
1. Peace and political stability 
2. Good governance
3. Social dialogue 
4. Respect for human rights & labour standards
Economic Elements
5. Sound and stable macroeconomic policy 
6. Trade and sustainable economic integration
7. Enabling legal and regulatory environment
8. Rule of law and secure property rights
9. Fair competition 
10. Access to financial services 
11. Physical infrastructure
12. Information & communications technology
Social Elements
13. Entrepreneurial culture 
14. Education, training and lifelong learning
15. Social justice and social inclusion 
16. Adequate social protection
Environmental Elements
17. Responsible stewardship of the environment

Gender-sensitive (GS) legal and regulatory system 
that advances WEE
1. Labour laws & regulations
2. Business registration & licensing
3. Property/inheritance rights
Policy leadership & coordination
4. WED as national policy priority
5. Government focal point for WED promotion
GS financial services 
6. Inclusive (general) financing programmes
7. Women-targeted financing programmes
GS Business Development Support services
8. Access to mainstream BDS services
9. Responsiveness of BDS to women’s needs
10. Women-targeted BDS services
Access to markets and technology
11. Export promotion
12. Women-targeted Government procurement
13. Inclusive supply chains
14. ICTs & technology access
Representation & participation in policy dialogue
15. Rep in business associations
16. Presence of women entrepreneurs’ associations
17. Inclusive Public-Private Dialogue
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In particular, the report:

 X Brings together existing evidence and learning 
around gender and BER with experience from 
ILO staff on how the enabling environment 
affects women-owned and women-managed 
enterprises, and on how to ensure women’s 
representation in the business environment 
reform process;

 X Provides guidance on tools, data sources, and 
evidence that organizations like the ILO, gov-
ernments and other stakeholders can utilize 
to better mainstream gender in their BER pro-
gramming.

The paper combines conceptual analysis with prac-
tical recommendations in the following structure: 

 X Section 1: Research Frameworks, including 
definitions of “the business environment”, 
levels of gender mainstreaming, a framework 
for women’s economic empowerment and a ty-
pology of constraints, as well as an overview of 
the ILO’s EESE and WED frameworks.

 X Section 2: Gender and Business Environment 
Reform Policies, including evidence on the 
gendered impact of various BER policy areas, 
cross-cutting gender concerns, as well as entry 
areas for gender mainstreaming within the 
ILO’s enabling environment framework.

 X Section 3: Gender and the Business 
Environment Reform Process, including gen-
der-specific constraints and recommendations 
for inclusion during BER diagnostic, design, im-
plementation and monitoring, evaluation, and 
learning.

 X Section 4: Conclusions & Recommendations, 
summarizing the conceptual and practical 
advice from previous sections, and including 
recommendations focused on further devel-
oping ILO EESE-WED cooperation.

Putting Gender at the Heart of Business Environment Reform2



1. Research Frameworks

Given the complexity of the “business environ-
ment” and the variety of existing approaches, this 
section will provide some key conceptual defini-
tions of the term along with an overview of the 
ILO’s EESE and WED Framework Conditions and 
other frameworks that draw out different entry 
points for a gendered analysis. 

This will be complemented by a conceptual explo-
ration of women’s economic empowerment and 
a typology of target groups, as well as different 
levels of ambition for gender integration in BER 
programming.

1.1 Framing the Business 
Environment

Different development organizations have 
adopted definitions of the business environment 
of varying scope, from a focus on domestic policy 
functions (e.g. Doing Business) over macro, trade 
and FDI policy (e.g. Investment Climate Assessments) 
to the ILO’s holistic conceptualization of the ena-
bling environment. For this research, we selected 
three key business environment frameworks to 

provide an analytical structure of the business en-
vironment: 

 X The ILO’s Enabling Environment for Sustainable 
Enterprise (EESE) and the National Assessment 
of Women’s Entrepreneurship Development 
(WED) Framework Conditions (ILO 2007; ILO 
2008);

 X The Donor Committee for Enterprise 
Development (DCED) concept of the Business 
Environment, in particular the “three compo-
nents” (DCED 2008; DCED/Miles 2016); and

 X The World Bank’s Gender Dimensions in 
Investment Climate Work (World Bank 2010).

Including the DCED and World Bank frameworks 
serves a double purpose: first, given their nar-
rower definition of business environment policy 
areas, they enable the ILO to prioritize and focus 
among the list of EESE and WED conditions. 
Second, they set out an analytical structure that 
highlights the importance of engaging not only 
with the legal framework in a reform process, but 
to pay equal attention to the practical implemen-
tation of the law, as well as the inclusivity of the 

 X Table 1: Analytical Frameworks of the Business Environment

ILO EESE/WED DCED World Bank

Definition of the 
Business Environment

17 enabling 
environment conditions, 
including economic, 
political, social, 
and environmental 
dimensions. 

6 conditions and 17 sub-
conditions for women’s 
entrepreneurship 
development. 

9 Policy functions, 
3 “components” 
(legal, administrative, 
institutional), 4 levels 
(geographic & sectoral)

7 Policy areas, 3 
fundamental levels of 
gendered challenges

Reasons for inclusion in 
the analysis

Overall framework of 
analysis

Highlight the 
importance of including 
administrative 
and institutional 
components.

Introduce gendered 
analysis of the different 
components as well as 
policy areas. Key focus on 
public-private dialogue.
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institutional arrangement of public-private dia-
logue in which policy is formulated.

The tri-level framework put forward by DCED 
(2008) and the World Bank’s Gender Dimensions 
in Investment Climate Work (2010) enables a gen-
dered analysis of the business environment in 
terms of three fundamental and interrelated chal-
lenges: policy and legal rights, administrative 
frameworks, and institutional arrangements 
of public decision-making:

 X Policy and legal rights: The policies, laws 
and regulations that affect women’s eco-
nomic activity. A great resource to assess 
this level is the World Bank’s Women, Business 
and the Law report (World Bank 2020) map-
ping legal discrimination of women, taking 
into account labour law, family law, and laws 
protecting women from violence. However, 
women will often face social, normative, and 
institutional constraints and biases that may 
undermine their ability to access their legal 
rights. Therefore, understanding how laws are 
enforced and how women’s voices are repre-
sented in policymaking becomes key.

 X Administrative frameworks: The ways and 
structures in which laws and regulations are 
implemented. Supposedly “gender neutral” 
regulations can impact women differentially 
because of discrimination and harassment by 
officials, the prevalence of customary law and 
practices at the local level, the “gender blind” 
delivery of services that does not take into 
account women’s particular access and time 
constraints, and the absence of accessible 
accountability mechanisms through which 
women can claim their rights.

 X Institutional arrangements of public deci-
sion-making: The ways in which government 
and business interact e.g. through govern-
ment agencies, regulatory authorities, busi-
ness membership organizations, civil society 
organizations, trade unions, public-private 
dialogue fora etc. Often, economically active 
women – be they business owners, formal or 
informal workers – are underrepresented or 
outrightly excluded from formal policymaking 
processes due to a variety of structural factors 
including their lower access to resources and 
networks, greater likelihood of informality, and 

social norms constraining their agency. The 
great majority of traditional trade unions and 
employer’s organizations (EOs) lack diversity 
of representation in terms of gender, as well 
as class (also see the following section, Target 
Groups for Gender-BER).

This conceptualization enables a differentiated 
analysis of the various business environment 
policy areas to investigate where the entry points 
are for a gender-sensitive reform intervention: Is 
the problem legal? Administrative? Or a lack of 
representation? For a reform process of any kind 
to be successful in driving gender-sensitive behav-
iour change, not only does the text of the law need 
to be addressed, but so do the processes of pub-
lic-private dialogue and enforcement need to be 
re-engineered to counteract the exclusion and dis-
crimination of women that has been formally and 
informally institutionalized. Therefore, this paper 
explores both the gender dimensions of business 
environment reform policy and process, in order 
to chart avenues for gender integration from both 
a substantial and a procedural standpoint .

1.2 Women’s Economic 
Empowerment in BER

The ILO’s Women’s Entrepreneurship Development 
Programme (ILO-WED) builds on a three-pronged 
strategy that includes:

 X Creating an enabling environment for women 
entrepreneurs through policy and regulatory 
reform (WED Assessment); 

 X Institutional capacity building of governments, 
social partners, service providers, civil society 
organizations and others to support women 
entrepreneurs through a gender self-assess-
ment (WE-Check); and 

 X Providing direct support services such as en-
trepreneurship training (GET Ahead). 

The WED assessment framework, which has been 
the program’s main tool to map the enabling en-
vironment and develop policy recommendations 
on women’s entrepreneurship development, pre-
sents a mix of systems-level structural conditions 

Putting Gender at the Heart of Business Environment Reform4



along with concrete policy solutions (AfDB & ILO 
2007). 

1.2.1 Incorporating Women’s 
Economic Empowerment into BER

A framework for conceptualizing and measuring 
women’s economic empowerment (WEE) was de-
veloped by USAID (Markel & Jones 2014), which 
incorporate 3 main components:

 X Access (to economic resources and opportu-
nities)

 X Agency (capacity to take decisions and act, 
power & capacity to speak up/ “voice”)

 X Rules / formal & informal institutions (laws, 
policies, norms, relations) that impact women’s 
access and agency

Policies aiming to be gender-sensitive must take 
into account all three dimensions, lest they run the 
risk of becoming ineffective. Changing the formal 
rules might be stifled in practice, if informal insti-
tutions such as norms and customary practices 
counteract them. For example, a policy initiative 
to increase women’s access to a resource can be 
powerful, but also ineffective if women do not 
have the agency to travel to a bank and request a 
loan, e.g. because of gender roles regarding finan-
cial decision-making in the household, norms op-
posing women’s unaccompanied travel, or lack of 
safety in public transportation. Access and agency 
are multidimensional and are impacted by formal 
and informal rules at different levels – the house-
hold, community, workplace, service providers, 
and public institutions.

Therefore, a reform process that aims to unlock 
the economic potential of women needs to reach 
beyond a narrow set of “traditional” business en-
vironment policy areas to address the enabling 
environment for women’s agency in running en-
terprises and seeking employment more broadly. 
This may include family law (as it impacts women’s 
asset ownership as well as their legal family obliga-
tions that may restrict their freedom of movement 
and business conduct), social policy (regarding 
child and elderly care provisions and maternity/pa-
ternity policies, given that the “double burden” of 
unpaid care work is the key constraint on women’s 

available time for productive activity), as well as 
social norms and customary practices (informal 
rules) that may undermine seemingly inclusive civil 
law by de facto curtailing women’s access to re-
sources and independent decision-making power.

1.2.2 Target Groups from the 
Perspective of Decent Work

To avoid gender becoming a box-ticking exer-
cise and women in general being relegated to a 
single chapter or annex of a BER analysis, it is im-
portant to differentiate between different target 
groups among economically active women and 
their varying needs. Some gendered constraints 
are cross-cutting (impacting “women as women”), 
others specific to women who are informal entre-
preneurs, formal business leaders, or employees 
(See Table 2). Moreover, additional factors such as 
class, race, ethnicity, age, and (dis-)ability inter-
sect with their gender and economic identities, 
mitigating or exacerbating the various sources of 
disempowerment.

In relation to women’s economic activity, we can 
broadly distinguish between:

 X Formal enterprises, which are more likely to 
be run as larger, more established businesses 
with a growth perspective, and represented 
by formal employer’s organizations or women 
entrepreneurs’ associations. These entrepre-
neurs are less likely to come from poor, mar-
ginalized backgrounds, and struggle less with 
extreme vulnerability of working conditions 
and decent work deficits. 

 X Informal enterprises, which are more likely 
to be run as small, home-based and subsist-
ence-oriented businesses. These entrepre-
neurs are more likely to be poor and lacking 
basic tenets of decent work such as workplace 
security and social protection, and are less 
likely to be organized and represented in pol-
icymaking.

 X Formal employees, who have access to social 
security, public support systems and rep-
resentation, but are still at risk of exploitative 
employment practices and face unequal pay, 
hiring, and promotion, as well as labour market 
segregation;

 1. Research Frameworks 5



 X Informal workers, who generally face high 
levels of risk and vulnerability, and lack of rep-
resentation.

These subgroups of women will face different con-
straints in the enabling environment. Rather than 
targeting reform efforts at “women” in general, re-
formers need to differentiate whom they consider 
their core target subgroups, and conduct research 
to understand their specific characteristics, needs 
and constraints; including potential trajectories 
from one to the other (e.g. informal, small scale 
enterprises that can turn into growth-oriented for-
malized businesses; or poor women transitioning 
from subsistence entrepreneurship to formal em-
ployment). 

The interviews conducted for this paper suggest 
that including informality in enterprise surveys 
would present an ‘access’ and ‘representation’ 
challenge: lists of formal firms are easy to access, 
while finding informal firms requires local net-
works and presence, while informal businesses 
and workers are often not represented in formal 
employers’ and workers’ organizations. Thus, 
reaching them will require a targeted effort, 
which some of the WED assessments managed 
to achieve. However, since most growth oriented 
formal enterprises are run by non-poor men 

(World Bank 2020e), a focus on such enterprises in-
herently implies a focus away from (poor) women.

This is therefore fundamentally a question of scale 
and impact – given the available data on formality 
and informality, as well as the small share of men 
and women worldwide who are employers (Chen 
2016; ILO 2018), reform efforts that are only 
inclusive of the concerns and voices of formal 
“growth” enterprises run the risk of over-
looking the needs of the vast majority of people 
in search of decent work . While growth-oriented 
firms do create job opportunities in the formal 
sector that female workers may access and ben-
efit from – and even transition into from more vul-
nerable self-employment – it remains important to 
give those women a voice and seat at the table in 
the reform process.

It is also important to highlight that an empower-
ment-focused approach to gender goes beyond in-
creasing individual women’s resource access and 
agency, but aims at transforming economic, social, 
and political systems to become more equitable 
(Sen & Grown 1987; Bradshaw et al. 2013; UN 2016, 
Kabeer 2018). Thus, solving only resource access 
constraints tend to have limited results on gender 
equality without addressing constraints related 
to agency and voice including structural barriers 

 X Table 2: Constraints to Economic Empowerment and Decent Work by Target Group

Cross-cutting 
issues for women

Formal 
Entrepreneurs

Informal 
Entrepreneurs

Formal workers Informal workers

 X Social norms & 
gender roles

 X Public-private 
dialogue & 
Participation in 
decision-making

 X Good 
governance & 
access to justice

 X Human capital 
formation

 X Mobility 
constraints

 X Time 
constraints, 
unpaid work

 X Access to 
finance 

 X Access to 
markets & BDS 

 X Inclusive value 
chains & govt. 
procurement

 X Land & property 
rights

 X Infrastructure 
& other public 
services

 X Lack of legal 
identity, voice, 
recognition, 
bargaining 
power

 X Land & property 
rights

 X Business 
registration & 
informality

 X Unequal pay
 X Discrimination 
in hiring & 
promotion

 X Gendered 
labour market 
segregation

 X Social protection 
& labour rights

 X Decent work 
deficits

 X Exploitative 
employment 
practices

Source: Own adaptation of WIEGO’s Analytical Framework (Chen, 2016)
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and women’s own self-determination. That said, 
business environment reform programmes must 
remain realistic in what they can achieve in terms 
of gender equality outcomes, and target the areas 
within the system where they can best contribute 
to sustaining positive impact. 

1.2.3 Levels of Gender Inclusion 
in BER Programming

There are different levels of gender inclusion in 
BER programming that organizations can consider 
when conducting policy assessments and making 
policy recommendations: 

 X Gender Blind – Does not articulate any ap-
proach to gender inclusion. Risks failing to 
meet development objectives and potentially 
causing harm to women.

 X Do No Harm – Understands the drivers of 
gender inclusion and WEE, and their poten-
tial negative effects. Minimizes risk of causing 
harm by monitoring unintended adverse ef-
fects of interventions on women.

 X Gender Aware – Include sex-disaggregated 
data under the existing framework/ surveys, 
highlight where gendered differences are 
apparent and communicate how reform ef-
forts may impact men and women differently. 
Reform efforts should seek to understand the 
differences between men and women and how 
policies may affect them. WEE is not a key ob-
jective of the programme. 

 X Gender Mainstreaming – Conscious efforts 
are made to integrate a gender lens in the anal-
ysis, design and implementation of reforms. A 
gender analysis of the business environment 
laws and regulations is conducted at the as-
sessment stage. Targeted efforts are made to 
involve women entrepreneurs’ voices during 
primary data collection and in the formulation 
of recommendations. Include gender-sensitive 
indicators in the impact assessment. 

 X Gender Focused – A gender analysis of the 
business environment precedes the selection 
of reform areas, with the explicit objective to 
improve women’s economic empowerment 
through BER. Policy priorities are specifically 
targeted at enhancing gender outcomes.

Gender Blind

No inclusion of 
gender lens in 
analysis, design 
or implementation

Do No Harm

Focused on 
minimizing risk / 
unintended 
consequences

No "positive" 
equity goals

Gender
Mainstreaming

Analysis gender 
sensitive

Reform design & 
implementation 
are inclusive

Gender
Focused

Policy priorities 
targeted at 
enhancing WEE

Level of Gender Inclusion 

Gender Aware

Data 
disaggregated and 
efforts to 
minimize harm

No explicit priority 
on WEE & greater 
inclusion in 
policymaking

Source: Adaptation of DCED/Markel (2014)

 X Graph 1: Levels of Gender Inclusion in Business Environment Reform
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1.3 Methodology

Along with the rest of the report, this analysis is 
based on an extensive desk review of existing liter-
ature and select case studies of EESE and WED as-
sessments, as well as ten key informant interviews 
with ILO technical experts who have worked on 
BER issues from a variety of perspectives. These 
interviews were held to contextualize the literature 

to the ILO’s specific needs and frameworks, and 
to gather emerging challenges, lessons, and best 
practices. Based on this evidence, a select number 
of policy areas for women’s economic empower-
ment through business environment reform have 
been prioritised.
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2. Gender and Business Environment Reform Policies

This chapter highlights specific gendered chal-
lenges within some of the core business envi-
ronment reform policy areas to provide BER 
programming partners and policymakers with a 
nuanced and evidence-based understanding of 
women’s differential constraints to “doing busi-
ness” as entrepreneurs, business owners and 
workers. Based on relevant literature as well as in-
terviews with relevant ILO staff, the following con-
ditions from the ILO’s EESE and WED frameworks 
are found to be particularly relevant for women’s 
economic empowerment and women’s participa-
tion and inclusion as entrepreneurs and business 
owners:

 X Access to finance

 X Land and property rights

 X Labour and social policy

 X Business registration and informality 

Hence, this chapter will focus on a combination of 
a selected number of the 17 conditions and struc-
tural WEE constraints. On the other hand, the 
range of cross-cutting, structural WEE constraints 
such as representation in public-private dialogue, 
market access and lack of networks, as well as 
social norms and cultural constraints are less often 
explored in the context of business environment 
research, yet remain important to achieving wom-
en’s economic empowerment. 

2.1 Economic Elements

Access to Finance

Access to finance emerged as one of the major 
priority areas especially for (formal) women en-
trepreneurs. The multifaceted legal and practical 
constraints to women getting the finance needed 
to grow their business have been well established 
throughout a wealth of research papers and case 
studies with varying geographic scope. According 
to the World Bank (2020), 115 out of 190 mapped 

economies (60%) do not prohibit discrimination in 
access to credit based on gender. This means that 
even without discriminatory legal provisions – e.g. 
needing husband’s approval or signature for finan-
cial transactions – women can face a multitude of 
discriminatory practices from banks and credit 
facilities. For example, the internalized gender 
biases of such institutions’ customer agents who 
may treat women business owners differentially 
(BERF/Nesbitt-Ahmed & MacLean 2017; IFC 2011; 
World Bank 2010; AFI 2016; ILO/Richardson et al. 
2004). Such institutionalized practices can be ad-
dressed though explicit banking regulations, but 
given women’s unequal asset endowment, more 
affirmative interventions might be necessary.

One of the most cited barriers to accessing finance 
is women’s lack of conventional collateral such as 
large immovable assets or land titles, further en-
trenched by unequal inheritance laws in 40% of 
economies (World Bank 2020; Hallward-Driemeier 
et al. 2013; IFC 2011; AFI 2016). Microfinance in-
stitutions have moved towards accepting other 
forms of collateral – such as moveable assets 
and group liability – but commercial banks still 
rarely venture there. Some governments and 
Development Finance Institutions have initi-
ated credit lines for women in cooperation with 
commercial banks, providing them loans for on-
lending, and there is evidence that such schemes 
increase women’s access to credit (IFC 2011; IMF 
2013; ILO / Stevenson & St-Onge 2011). 

However, it remains to be seen whether those 
credit lines will be continued without the support 
of external entities, and financial institutions may 
have to invest significantly in outreach activities 
to ensure that poor, rural, and less literate women 
are aware of their availability. The lack of informa-
tion and sex-disaggregated data e.g. on portfolio 
sizes, repayment rates, and potential demand is a 
constraint in general – it impedes financial insti-
tutions, policymakers and women entrepreneurs 
themselves from understanding the untapped po-
tential of the “women’s market” and developing a 
business case for greater financial inclusion. Some 
of these issues may be addressed by government 
directives or laws around disclosure requirements, 
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consumer protection, or the establishment of 
credit bureaus that collect and publish such data 
on an aggregate national level (AFI 2016). Digital 
solutions may also be leveraged for mobile finance 
platforms, e-commerce, and information and out-
reach campaigns. 

Moreover, women cannot apply for a passport 
the same way as men in 36 countries and in many 
others face additional barriers to accessing iden-
tity documentation, meaning they are more likely 
to lack the ID required for opening bank accounts, 
applying for credit, and conducting financial trans-
actions (DCED/Miles 2016; World Bank 2020; AFI 
2016). Informal entrepreneurs whose business 
and economic existence lack legal recognition face 
an additional layer of access constraints to formal 
credit and business financing. For poor women 
including informal workers and entrepreneurs, 
access to finance may not immediately come 
through commercial banking, but through savings 
groups and other group-based financial services 
that may also be bundled with other services such 
as business training (Buvinic & O’Donnell 2016).

Land and Property Rights

Women’s land and property rights is another 
major area impacting their economic empower-
ment as formal entrepreneurs, informal entrepre-
neurs and workers. The connection with access 
to credit through formal collateral requirements 
has already been highlighted above. Land owner-
ship is a key aspect for women’s productivity and 
ability to grow their business, as well as for their 
economic independence, financial security, and 
ability to invest and plan with a long-term per-
spective (Landesa 2012, BERF/Salam 2017; DCED/
Miles, 2016; Hallward-Driemeier et al. 2013). This in 
turn can have ripple effects on food security and 
nutrition as well as environmental sustainability 
outcomes. 

However, evidence suggests that even in countries 
where civil law does not limit women’s ability to 
own land and other major assets, unequal inher-
itance practices and women’s lack of voice and 
representation on land boards and other relevant 
administrative bodies mean that men continue 
to own the great majority of land and immovable 
assets, and to dominate land reform policy pro-
cesses (ibid.; ILO/Stevenson & St‐Onge 2011; BERF/

Nesbitt-Ahmed & MacLean 2017). Customary prac-
tices and social pressure influence women’s con-
trol over assets, restrict their mobility, and limit 
their autonomy to go to court to claim their prop-
erty rights. Such norms may also prevent women 
entrepreneurs – in particular those operating in-
formally – to purchase or rent business premises 
(ibid.; ILO/Richardson et al., 2004). Land redistribu-
tion schemes that leverage (patrilineal) customary 
rather than state institutions to allocate plots are 
highly likely to disadvantage women, but even 
those that are administered in a seemingly gen-
der-neutral way can have differential effects, e.g. 
if land is allocated to households – which are more 
likely to be led by men – rather than individuals, or 
if women are granted ownership of unproductive 
land (Landesa 2012; UN Foundation/Buvinic et al. 
2013; Hallward-Driemeier et al. 2013). 

Reforming property and family law to mandate 
equal inheritance, equal property division in cases 
of divorce (i.e. community of property regimes), 
and joint land titles when married couples pur-
chase land can mitigate these dynamics, giving 
women greater leverage to claim land and prop-
erty. Ensuring their equal representation in the 
policy making and land administration process 
should be another key priority of such reforms.

Business Registration & Informality

Across the world, significantly more male-owned 
firms go into business and are established for-
mally than women-owned enterprises (World 
Bank/Klapper & Parker 2011). Only 15 percent of 
the 161,000 firms included in the World Bank’s 
Enterprise Surveys have majority female owner-
ship; and when women do run businesses, they 
tend to be smaller, informal, and often home 
based (World Bank 2020a; DCED/Miles 2017). This 
dynamic is mirrored in the fact that in developing 
countries, women are more likely to work in the 
informal sector and in more vulnerable conditions 
of self-employment (ILO 2018; Chen & Carré 2020; 
UN 2016). However, the literature suggests that 
this gap cannot generally be traced back to explicit 
regulatory discrimination of women, a finding that 
is corroborated by the World Bank’s latest Women, 
Business and the Law report which indicates that 
just 7 out of 190 economies still have laws pre-
venting women from registering a business in the 

Putting Gender at the Heart of Business Environment Reform10



same way as men (World Bank/Klapper & Parker 
2011; World Bank 2020). 

Instead, the fact that women often operate in dif-
ferent sectors than men (labour intensive rather 
than capital intensive industries), face different 
constraints on their time and mobility, and have 
less access to resources and networks means that 
in practice, the way these policies are implemented 
and enforced impacts women differently (Kabeer 
2017). As they struggle to access the relevant in-
formation and agencies, complete complicated 
bureaucratic procedures, and potentially face 
harassment by officials, a larger share of female 
than male entrepreneurs forego registering their 
business (ILO 2015a). Because formalization is 
such a major factor for women’s economic em-
powerment and within the ILO’s Decent Work 
agenda, this policy area is placed under the list of 
priorities here. However, the research presented 
throughout this paper, including the emphasis on 
norms and cultural restrictions that disincentivize 
women from seeking business growth and formal-
ization, should make it clear that business licensing 
processes are rarely the only factors influencing 
women’s ability to work and operate formally. 

Evidence suggests that women face greater chal-
lenges in the business registration process due to 
various factors: their lower literacy rates, educa-
tion, experience, and support networks can make 
lengthy and complicated registration procedures 
too difficult to navigate (DCED/Miles 2017; ADB 
2014; Chen 2012; ICRW 2019; ILO/Richardson et 
al. 2004). Often women will simply not be aware 
of compliance requirements and other business 
regulations, and lack access to legal advice and 
sources of information to find out about them 
(Holmes & Jones 2013). Moreover, women face 
greater time poverty due to their care responsi-
bilities and are more limited in their transport 
options, giving them less leeway to engage in 
drawn-out registration processes requiring re-
peated trips to different government agencies 
(UN 2016; WOW 2019; IFC 2011). Women may lack 
the funds to afford registration fees – and po-
tential bribes – as well as to put up the start-up 
capital required to establish a formal business. 
Moreover, women often simply lack the incentives 
for formalization – for example, they might be rel-
egated to low-productivity sectors due to cultural 
restrictions on “acceptable” work, where formali-
zation would bring few benefits as their growth is 

limited. It is rare that a single one of these causes 
can be generalized across women in the informal 
economy; different groups of workers and entre-
preneurs will have a variety of reasons for their 
informality (Chen 2012; Chen & Carré 2020).

Apart from the fiscal impact of lost tax revenue, 
these dynamics place women-owned businesses 
at an obvious disadvantage on multiple fronts: in-
formality puts limits on their ability to grow, seek 
credit, and access opportunities such as govern-
ment tenders or official business development 
services. They are also not covered by social pro-
tection mechanisms and welfare safety nets (UN 
2016; DCED/Miles 2017; AfDB & ILO 2007; Holmes 
& Jones 2013; WOW 2019; ILO /Stevenson & St-
Onge 2011). In addition, informal businesses are 
not represented in the national policy dialogue 
by official employer organizations and therefore 
struggle to be visible within business environment 
policy-making. The COVID-19 crisis and related 
containment measures have exacerbated the vul-
nerability of women’s businesses and their likeli-
hood of becoming informal (ICRW 2019).

Thus, simplifying business registrations proce-
dures to be less costly – in terms of funds, time, 
and skills required – has the potential to impact 
the formalization and start-up of women-led busi-
nesses disproportionately (ILO 2015a; DCED/Miles 
2016; World Bank/Chamlou 2008). Such changes 
could consist in reducing the need for personal at-
tendance, developing user guides, and providing 
information desks as well as other channels for 
disseminating information and raising awareness 
(ibid.). 

However, while formalization can bring transform-
ative benefits through better social protection, 
market access, and income generation, these 
benefits are not always present or not enough to 
outweigh the costs, and formalization strategies 
can often be “gender blind” and even unintend-
edly harmful in their impact on women (Chen 2012; 
WOW 2019; Stuart et al. 2018). 

Thus, rather than being based on a simple 
cost-benefit analysis or assumptions about the rea-
sons for women’s informality, such policy interven-
tions need to be preceded by collecting relevant 
gender-disaggregated national data on infor-
mality, combined with qualitative, localized data to 
understand why women entrepreneurs struggle 
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to and/or choose not to register their businesses, 
factoring socio-cultural as well as economic rea-
sons (DCED/Miles 2017). Simplifying registration 
procedures should also be linked to benefits such 
as facilitating access to bank accounts, social pro-
tection benefits, or tax exemptions (WOW 2019). 
Optimally, business environment reforms related 
to formalization should be embedded in a wider 
policy framework aimed at addressing informality 
holistically in line with the ILO’s Recommendation 
204, including legal recognition and protection of 
informal enterprises and workers, their access to 
resources and opportunities, representation in 
policy dialogue, and the public provision of child-
care (ILO 2015a).

Access to Markets, Information & Support 
Services

Women’s organizing in associations and networks 
is closely related to their access to markets and 
market information. Especially in settings where 
business is overwhelmingly conducted informally 
through personal networks and relationships 
rather than formal tender processes and mar-
keting efforts, women are at a disadvantage as 
they tend to have fewer opportunities to engage 
in networking beyond a limited social circle (e.g. 
care responsibilities and “propriety” norms limit 
their time and ability to seek conversations and 
bond with male business owners in informal set-
tings) in addition to their lack of formal representa-
tion (ADB 2014; USAID/Gammage et al. 2005; ILO/
Richardson et al. 2004; interviews with ILO staff). 

Where formal tenders are issued, such as in gov-
ernment procurement, women’s businesses’ 
smaller size and greater likelihood of informality 
as well as limited information sources and lack of 
support to meet tender requirements mean that 
they are less likely to access those opportunities 
(GIZ 2015; UN 2016). A similar dynamic applies to 
supply chain linkages between women-led MSMEs 
and larger companies (USAID/Gammage et al. 
2005; FAO 2018). Smaller professional networks 
not only mean that women are less likely to be able 
to make business connections, but also that they 
have fewer sources of information and support 
– for example, to know about their rights as well 
as regulations and compliance requirements, to 
seek out mentors to learn from their experience, 
to access business development services, or to 

find legal advice (ILO / Stevenson & St-Onge 2011; 
Buvinic & O’Donnell 2016; GIZ 2015).

Governments can counteract this gap with gen-
der-targeted entrepreneurship promotion, supply 
chain initiatives, and business development sup-
port services, e.g. by setting up a network of wom-
en-focused one-stop shops or resource centres 
within local development institutions that offer 
training and BDS for both formal and informal 
enterprises, or by supporting existing women en-
trepreneurs’ associations (WEAs) with finances, in-
formation, and capacity building to provide such 
services for their members (ibid.; DCED/Miles 2016, 
UN 2016). Inclusive government procurement 
policies that specifically target women-owned 
businesses (WOBs) can have a major impact on 
women’s linkage to high value chains – for ex-
ample, by breaking large government contracts up 
into smaller parts, or by setting quotas (ibid.; GIZ 
2015; IFC 2011). In addition, governments can pro-
vide MSMEs with information sources and capacity 
building initiatives to enable them to enter the 
supply chains of larger firms, while incentivizing 
such firms to diversify their suppliers e.g. through 
certification schemes. Technology and ICT can 
also aide in reducing access barriers to informa-
tion, as well as issues of mobility and safety (BERF/
Salam 2017), although this is context-dependent – 
in many places, the gender digital divide remains 
significant (OECD 2018). Strategies that seek to lev-
erage technology e.g. to disseminate market infor-
mation, build a credit score, or engage women in 
online consultation formats need to be cognizant 
of women’s access to tech tools and their digital 
literacy.

2.2 Social Elements

Labour Laws & Social Protection

Besides access to finance and land rights, labour 
law – and by extension, social and welfare state 
policies – has major ramifications for women’s 
entrepreneurship and employment that are well 
established in the literature across developing and 
developed countries. Women still cannot get a job 
the same way as a man in 21 countries, while in 36 
there is no explicit prohibition of discrimination, 
and 102 do not have equal pay laws (World Bank 
2020). Women are also impacted by occupational 
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segregation, both through laws preventing them 
from engaging in certain (often high value) sec-
tors or working at late hours, as well as through 
social norms around the “acceptability” of specific 
sectors, leading to a sustained gender pay gap 
(UN 206; IMF 2013). For instance, in 74 countries, 
women cannot fully work in the same industries 
as men (World Bank 2020). Given their greater like-
lihood of informality, women entrepreneurs and 
workers are also less likely to access social pro-
tection mechanisms needed to build resilience to 
shocks and maintain human capital.

Women’s unpaid work and their associated time 
poverty is one of the key constraints to their eco-
nomic empowerment. Globally, women take on 
more than three times more unpaid care and 
domestic work than men. This “double burden” 
reduces the time they have available for income 
generation, and limits their ability to enter the 
formal economy (UN 2016; Rubiano-Matulevich & 
Viollaz 2019; World Bank/Blackden & Wodon 2006; 
UN Women 2015). 

There is a significant amount of evidence for the 
direct effects of availability and affordability of 
childcare on women’s economic inclusion, in-
cluding more time spent on productive activities 
and a twice greater likelihood of formal waged 
employment (Cohen & Meyers 2018; BERF/
Hetherington 2016; DCED/Miles 2016; Buvinic & 
O’Donnell 2016; IMF 2013). Conversely, studies 
have demonstrated that where childcare is not 
available or accessible, motherhood has a direct 
negative impact on women’s formal work and the 
size and profit of their enterprises (ODI/Samman 
et al. 2016; IFC 2011). 

Under the absence of (paid) maternity leave and 
subsidized childcare, women may be forced to 
drop out of the labour force or work informally 
to more easily balance their childcare responsibil-
ities; or they may limit their economic activity to 
sectors and activities that are less time-intensive, 
but also less well-paid. Women business owners 
might also forego pursuing an aggressive growth 
path for their business, which would require more 
of their time and energy. Of course, this constraint 
is closely related to gendered norms about care 
work, and a long-term policy goal for greater em-
powerment may include making the care burden 
more equitable by engaging men and shifting per-
ceptions around family responsibilities (UN 2016).  

Social Norms

Social norms, customary practices and informal 
rules around gender have a major impact on 
women’s economic empowerment across devel-
oping and developed countries (UN 2016; BERF/ 
Nesbitt-Ahmed & MacLean 2017; OECD 2019; 
Marcus & Harper 2014). They impact women’s 
property rights and access to major assets and fi-
nance; their ability to independently take business 
decisions, travel freely, and build networks; their 
discrimination and harassment; as well as their 
unpaid work burden. They are a key part of taking 
a systemic approach to WEE, and disregarding 
them puts BER and WED efforts at great danger 
of being ineffective or even resulting in adverse 
outcomes for women. 

Interviewees recognized this issue and brought 
up several examples where the ILO team encoun-
tered resistance to bringing up women’s unequal 
inheritance rights, or saw women entrepreneurs 
exit the market after facing backlash from male 
competitors when the women increased their 
productivity. Moreover, BER interventions that 
have a narrow focus on women entrepreneurs’ 
growth and increased productivity without being 
conscious of the normative pressure women face 
(e.g. their care responsibilities) may lead to women 
abandoning their business altogether because the 
time burden becomes unbearable. 

Given the sensitivity surrounding socio-cultural 
norms, the difficulty of influencing them, and 
the reputational and political risk that an interna-
tional organization trying to influence them may 
face, communication and messaging becomes a 
key aspect of gender-sensitive business environ-
ment reform (BERF/Hetherington 2016; IEG 2015). 
Reformers may choose to avoid openly communi-
cating women’s economic empowerment as the 
main policy goal while still drafting reforms that in 
consequence tackle some of the main constraints 
women face, or that impact them disproportion-
ately. 

Where BER programmes are explicitly equity-fo-
cused, reformers can employ media and aware-
ness campaigns encouraging discussion on the 
importance and value of women’s work, as well as 
work with community leaders to generate buy-in 
(BERF/Salam 2017). International organizations 
promoting reform may also refer to the relevant 
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international declarations and agreements that 
the respective country has ratified when engaging 
with policy makers, as well as seek out local allies 
that have already problematized these issues, such 
as women’s rights, workers, and business-owners’ 
organizations.

It is unlikely that business regulations will change 
a social norm overnight. For example, although 
property rights may be made equal by law, pat-
rilineal customary inheritance practices might 
still undermine these efforts. This should not 
discourage organizations and programmes con-
cerned with women’s economic empowerment 
from engaging with the socio-normative envi-
ronment in their analysis. In the best case, it will 
make their recommendations more realistic, be-
haviour-focused, and context-specific. At the very 
least, it will prevent them from implementing in-
terventions that end up being harmful to women.

Human Capital & Education

Women’s limited access to education and human 
capital formation was highlighted as a key priority 
area for their economic empowerment. Global 
education data show persisting gender gaps in 
formal schooling across all levels of education 
(e.g. UNESCO 2012) and particularly in specialized 
fields such as science, technology, engineering 
and mathematics (STEM). Even outside the formal 
schooling system, women have fewer opportuni-
ties to develop the skills needed for success in busi-
ness, such as negotiation, financial management, 
and business planning – often due to their dispro-
portionate unpaid care burdens and limitations on 
their mobility. There is evidence that reducing this 
gender gap is positively associated with economic 
growth and investment (Klasen & Lamanna 2008; 
Busse & Nunnenkamp 2009; Knowles et al. 2002; 
Sehrawat & Giri 2017; Hill & King 1995; Oztunc et 
al. 2015). 

Given that education and health are policy areas 
that will usually be outside the priority and de-
cision-making power of policymakers engaged 
in business environment reform, it makes sense 
to focus BER efforts on business development 
services and other public-private skills training 
programmes such as technical and vocational ed-
ucation and training (TVET) systems in contexts 
where human capital has been identified as a 

key constraint to business environment reform. 
The evidence is mixed on the impact of business 
training on women’s economic success, as human 
capital needs many complementary factors – 
without a functioning local market for one’s prod-
ucts or opportunities to get a job with one’s skills, 
training or BDS will not solve the core constraints. 
Thus, it is important that such services are not ge-
neric, but driven by a demand in thelocal labour 
market (Buvinic & O’Donnell 2016; GIZ 2015; UN 
Foundation/Buvinic et al. 2013). 

2.3 Political Elements

Public-private Dialogue & Participation in 
Decision-Making

Women’s voice and representation in the business 
environment reform and wider policymaking pro-
cess is critical for their empowerment. Collective 
action can be a powerful path for women to build 
agency and power, challenge norms and behav-
iours, as well as influence the provision of public 
and social goods, thereby expanding their eco-
nomic opportunities and decision-making power 
(UN 2016; World Bank/Evans & Nambiar 2013; Bosc 
2018; Oxfam/Baden 2013; UN Women 2015).

Research suggests that stronger legal rights for 
women and their representation in lawmaking 
bodies can be associated with more gender-sen-
sitive policy making that tackles some of the con-
straints discussed above, such as unequal land 
rights and economic participation (World Bank/
Ghani et al., 2013; Hallward-Driemeier et al. 2013). 
There is evidence that quotas for managerial roles 
in both public and private entities such as large 
firms and government agencies can significantly 
impact women’s representation in economic deci-
sion-making positions, which in turn can positively 
affect those entities’ financial and broader per-
formance as well as global GDP (McKinsey 2015; 
McKinsey 2017; IMF 2013).

More important for BER programmes is women’s 
representation in employers’ and workers’ organi-
zations, and other forms of collective organization, 
as well as their ability to insert themselves into 
the BER policy making process through inclusive 
public-private dialogue formats (ILO 2017; BERF/
Hetherington 2016; World Bank 2010; ILO 2020). 
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There are many case studies of women organizing 
in cooperatives, entrepreneurs’ associations, and 
workers’ organizations and successfully advo-
cating for policy changes, as well as using their 
voice and “power in numbers” to access credit 
and markets, and to improve their profits (e.g. 
AWID et al. 2019; Bolin 2020; Chidiac & Hakspiel 
2021; Oxfam/Baden 2013; Ch. 3 and 4 in World 
Bank/Narayan & Glinskaya 2007; cases featured 
in DCED/Miles 2016; ILO 2014; ILO 2020). 

Nevertheless, as was highlighted throughout the 
interviews with ILO staff and evidenced by the lit-
erature (ILO/Briskin & Muller 2011; ILO 2020; UN 
Women 2015; ILO 2017), women are still system-
atically under-represented in traditional trade 
unions and business associations, which may 
have a variety of underlying reasons - the smaller 
size and market power of their businesses, their 
greater likelihood of informality, or their exclu-
sion from male-dominated organizations. Despite 
women’s increased presence in EOs as employees 
and managers, the share of women in leading 
positions of these organizations is still very low 
(ILO 2017). Moreover, women entrepreneurs who 
are members of EOs tend to have larger, formal 
“growth” enterprises  and will more likely come 
from privileged backgrounds. Furthermore, the 
coordination among government institutions, 
especially ministries, often poses challenges in 
gender-focused BER and public-private dialogue. 
It is particularly the case for WED assessment that 
this area of work often falls between very many 
ministries (including the Ministry of Labour, the 
Ministry of Trade) with little or no discussion, 
exchange, and coordination. In many cases, the 
issue of women’s economic development falls 
under the Ministry of Gender or Family affairs 
where it is little about enterprise and economic 
wellbeing and a ministry that often has very small 
budgets and hence little convening power against 
other ministries.

Supporting women in forming an awareness of 
their institutionalized – rather than individual – dis-
crimination and in their collective organization to 
formulate solutions and raise their voice through 
social dialogue remains a key lever to empower-
ment across policy areas (Kabeer 2017; World Bank 
2010; World Bank/Evans & Nambiar 2013; ILO 2020; 
UN 2016). This should therefore be a priority for all 
business environment reform programming – not 
only from an equity and empowerment perspec-
tive, but also for greater sustainability and more 
relevant policymaking in the long term. A pub-
lic-private dialogue structure that is more inclusive 
of a large, previously under-represented share of 
the economically active population is more likely 
to result in better business environment reforms 
even after a specific BER program has ended.

Good Governance & Access to Justice

Evidence suggests that women are more often 
victims of corruption, extortion and harassment 
when interacting with state officials, e.g. when 
seeking business registration procedures to be 
completed, crossing borders to trade, or engaging 
with tax collectors (Transparency International 
2020; World Bank 2010). Sexual harassment also 
impacts women’s mobility – although the great 
majority of economies do not restrict women’s 
ability to travel outside their home, only very few 
have laws explicitly prohibiting sexual harassment 
in public spaces, and research demonstrates that 
harassment, e.g. in public transportation, is a 
common experience of women across the world 
(Cohen & Meyers 2018; World Bank 2018; BERF/
Salam 2017). This impacts women’s choice of busi-
ness location, as well as their access to informa-
tion, customers, suppliers, goods, and markets 
(BERF/Nesbitt-Ahmed & MacLean 2017; World 
Bank/Priya 2012; Hofstetter 2008). Women are 
perceived as more vulnerable and less confident 

 X Case Study: Knowledge Sharing in East Africa

In East Africa, the WED team organized knowledge sharing forums among the social partners in countries 
that had been engaged with WED assessments, who shared their findings and exchanged advice. After 
seeing that Kenya had successfully implemented a public procurement quota for women-owned enterprises, 
the Tanzanian partner organizations took up this issue in their advocacy efforts, resulting in the passage of a 
similar policy. This case, as well as the high visibility of international rankings such as Doing Business among 
many policymakers, demonstrate the power of learning from neighbours’ experiences in driving change.
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in navigating the system or seeking legal redress, 
and less likely to know and claim their rights. This 
may prevent them from formalization and other 
forms of regulatory compliance. 

Indeed, women often struggle to access the justice 
system, which impacts their ability to run a busi-
ness (UN Women 2019). This not only applies to 
cases of harassment and bribery, but also to cases 
of commercial disputes and other legal conflicts 
over assets and land (World Bank 2010; DCED/Miles 
2016). Women may also face implicit bias from 
representatives of the legal system who them-
selves are influenced by gender norms, as well as 
resource constraints and lack of legal know-how, 
preventing them from going to court in the first 

place or receiving a fair hearing (UN Women 2019; 
World Bank/Chamlou 2008). These issues will not 
necessarily be addressed by changes in the legal 
basis, but require changes in the administrative 
framework, such as a public commitment to good 
governance and zero tolerance policies towards 
harassment within those government agencies, 
with functioning redress mechanisms attached 
(UNIFEM 2009; UN Women 2019). Legal aid mech-
anisms that include gender-based harassment as 
well as commercial and contract law may be espe-
cially important for women to access the support 
they need (ibid.).
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3. Gender and the Business Environment Reform 
Process

1 Some resources such as BERF / Hetherington (2017) suggest that “political economy analysis which reflects a realistic 
assessment of the country context is the most important pre-condition” for determining whether to engage in a BER 
program at all. Their second recommendation is that “gender should be emphasized early in the design process”. (p.1)

Beyond mainstreaming gender within specific BER 
policy areas, it is equally important to design the 
policymaking process in an inclusive, gender-sensi-
tive way. Otherwise, business environment reform 
initiatives risk coming up with gender focused 
policy recommendations that may have great ev-
idence-based arguments for women’s economic 
inclusion, but no institutional “home” that would 
be interested in taking them forward to implemen-
tation. 

Therefore, this section summarizes some of the 
key gendered challenges and solutions across the 
reform cycle from diagnosis to implementation. 
A more detailed guidance including case studies, 
examples and practical tools can be found in the  
Annex. 

Assess: The assessment phase is not only impor-
tant to diagnose the major constraints to BER, 
collect baseline data, and define the objectives of 
reform, but also to map out the key stakeholders 
to engage with in advocating for change. From 
a gendered perspective, this means broadening 
the constraints analysis from a legal policy focus 
to include the wider administrative, institutional 
and cultural enabling environment, and design 
primary data collection strategies to capture di-
verse women’s voices. The stakeholder analysis 
will be the foundation for building a business case 
for WEE, framing the evidence convincingly for dif-
ferent audiences, and creating institutional incen-
tives for reform.1

Advocate: Having analysed and prioritized areas 
for reform, specific policy positions and reform 
proposals are developed in a process of public-pri-
vate dialogue (PPD). Designing PPD formats and 
capacity building efforts in an inclusive way that 
not only engages traditional social partners, but 

makes a targeted effort at elevating marginalized 
voices is at the heart of a more gender-sensitive, 
and indeed sustainable, reform process.

Reform: Detailed legal, institutional, and pro-
cedural solutions are designed and selected by 
policymakers through continued engagement 
with social partners, and their implementation 
initiated. Beyond providing evidence-based policy 
advice, supporting social partners’ and particularly 
women’s organizations’ efforts to sustain their 
advocacy, communicate the evidence, and hold 
policymakers accountable is key to keep their con-
cerns and voices on the agenda as reforms take 
shape.

Grow: In this phase, we expect the reform to take 
effect and induce the kind of behavioural changes 
that were intended, resulting eventually in eco-
nomic growth and poverty reduction. Given the 
long-term nature of this phase, it is unlikely that 
outcomes will be discernible immediately, and so 
the setting up of monitoring and accountability 
systems with gender-specific indicators and ex-
ploratory data collection strategies will make it 
possible to assess the gendered impact of reform 
over time, including unanticipated outcomes. 
Piloting reforms on a smaller scale and evaluating 
them before wider implementation can also be key 
to avoid unintended consequences.

 3. Gender and the Business Environment Reform Process 17



Di
ag

no
si

s 
/ 

De
si

gn

D
ev

el
op

 &
 

co
m

m
un

ic
at

e 
re

fo
rm

 
pr

op
os

al
s 

an
d 

“t
he

or
y 

of
 c

ha
ng

e”

En
ga

ge
 in

 
pu

bl
ic

-p
riv

at
e 

di
al

og
ue

 &
 a

dv
oc

ac
y

AD
VO

CA
TE

Ge
nd

er
 C

on
si

de
ra

tio
ns

Se
ek

 o
ut

 re
fo

rm
 c

ha
m

pi
on

s 
fo

r W
EE

Br
oa

de
n 

th
e 

so
ci

al
 d

ia
lo

gu
e 

be
yo

nd
 

tr
ad

iti
on

al
 p

ar
tn

er
s

Fa
ci

lit
at

e 
&

 c
on

ve
ne

 in
cl

us
iv

e 
PP

D
 c

on
su

lta
tio

ns

Pr
ov

id
e 

ca
pa

ci
ty

 b
ui

ld
in

g 
to

 w
om

en
’s 

or
ga

ni
za

tio
ns

En
su

re
 th

at
 b

ro
ad

 c
om

m
itm

en
ts

 to
 g

en
de

r 
eq

ua
lit

y 
ar

e 
ba

ck
ed

 u
p 

by
 e

vi
de

nc
e

Su
st

ai
na

bi
lit

y

GR
O

W

M
on

it
or

 &
 e

va
lu

at
e 

re
fo

rm
 im

pa
ct

Fe
ed

 le
ar

ni
ng

 in
to

 
ad

ap
ta

tio
ns

 e
.g

. o
f 

ho
w

 th
e 

po
lic

y 
ch

an
ge

is
 a

dm
in

is
te

re
d

In
cl

ud
e 

ex
pl

or
at

or
y,

 q
ua

lit
at

iv
e 

da
ta

 c
ol

le
ct

io
n

Pi
lo

t r
ef

or
m

 in
te

rv
en

tio
ns

 &
 e

va
lu

at
e 

ou
tc

om
es

 b
ef

or
e 

sc
al

in
g

Ad
op

t g
en

de
r-

sp
ec

ifi
c 

in
di

ca
to

rs
 to

 a
ss

es
s 

im
pa

ct

Pr
ov

id
e 

pa
rt

ne
rs

 w
ith

 e
as

y-
to

-u
se

 to
ol

s 
to

 
as

se
ss

 g
en

de
re

d 
ch

an
ge

s 
pe

rio
di

ca
lly

Ge
nd

er
 C

on
si

de
ra

tio
ns

Di
ag

no
si

s

M
ap

 k
ey

 s
ta

ke
ho

ld
er

s 
&

 p
ol

iti
ca

l e
co

no
m

y 
in

ce
nt

iv
es

An
al

yz
e 

&
 p

ri
or

it
iz

e 
m

aj
or

 c
on

st
ra

in
ts

Co
lle

ct
 b

as
el

in
e 

da
taAS

SE
SS

Ge
nd

er
 C

on
si

de
ra

tio
ns

Co
lle

ct
 d

at
a 

fr
om

 d
iv

er
se

 w
om

en
 (f

or
m

al
, i

nf
or

m
al

)
Bu

ild
 p

ol
iti

ca
l “

bu
si

ne
ss

 c
as

e”
 fo

r r
ef

or
m

s 
th

at
 e

na
bl

e 
W

EE

G
en

de
re

d 
an

al
ys

is
 o

f p
ol

ic
y,

 a
dm

in
, i

ns
tit

ut
io

na
l B

E 
fa

ct
or

s

De
si

gn
 /

 Im
pl

em
en

ta
tio

n

Ca
rr

y 
ou

t g
en

de
r a

ud
its

 o
f i

m
pl

em
en

tin
g 

in
st

itu
tio

ns

H
ig

hl
ig

ht
 th

e 
re

le
va

nc
e 

of
 g

en
de

r-
se

ns
iti

ve
 

op
er

at
io

na
liz

at
io

n 
of

 le
ga

l c
ha

ng
es

Su
pp

or
t p

ar
tn

er
s’ 

ca
pa

ci
ty

 to
 s

us
ta

in
 e

ng
ag

em
en

t w
ith

 
po

lic
ym

ak
er

s 
&

 c
re

at
e 

ac
co

un
ta

bi
lit

y

En
su

re
 th

at
 (i

nt
en

de
d)

 g
en

de
re

d 
im

pa
ct

s 
ar

e 
pu

bl
ic

ly
 c

om
m

un
ic

at
ed

Ge
nd

er
 C

on
si

de
ra

tio
ns

Fo
rm

ul
at

e 
&

 a
do

pt
 c

on
cr

et
e 

po
lic

y 
so

lu
tio

ns

Co
nd

uc
t p

ub
lic

 o
ut

re
ac

h 
&

 in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

ca
m

pa
ig

n

RE
FO

RM

Pi
lo

t &
 in

it
ia

te
 im

pl
em

en
ta

tio
n,

 tr
ai

n 
ci

vi
l s

er
va

nt
s

Source: Own adaptation of the ILO EESE cycle (ILO 2021a) and the DCED phases of BER (DCED 2008)

 X Graph 2: Gender Considerations Across the Business Environment Reform Cycle 
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 X Case Study: Montenegro

The success of reform efforts in Montenegro demonstrate the importance of communications and targeted 
advocacy. The Montenegrin Employers Federation (MEF) partnered with the ILO for an EESE and a WED 
assessment in late 2013. 
After the comprehensive assessment of all 17 EESE factors, the Federation created a provocatively 
formulated strategic policy document on the “5 Business Killers”, which was launched to much public 
attention and presented in a round table with policymakers, administrative agencies, as well as other trade 
unions and business associations. In 2015 the Government approved a WED strategy that drew from the 
findings of the WED assessment. The “Business Killers” remain part of the policy conversation – in 2020, 
they were brought up again during a parliamentary discussion on the business environment as part of 
Montenegro’s accession process to the European Union (EU). 
This case also shows the value of “policy entrepreneurs” that play a key role in moving reform processes 
forward. Not only did the MEF own the recommendations and keep pushing to raise the “Business Killers” in 
public discourse, the head of the Federation’s women’s branch equally championed the reform process that 
came out of the WED assessment. Her strong status and untiring efforts played a key role in keeping women 
entrepreneurs on the reform agenda.

 X Case Study: Honduras

One of the most successful BER programmes the ILO has produced is in Honduras, which was initiated 
in 2012 and evaluated in 2020 with a key implementing institution being the Honduran Council of Private 
Enterprise (COHEP). 
A key finding of the evaluation was that building the capacity of the implementing institution was 
crucial for their advocacy to become considerably more effective, and that one of the areas in which the 
EESE programme was perceived to have had the greatest impact was COHEP’s capacity to engage on the 
development of women’s entrepreneurship. 
Other driving factors of success included the strong evidence base (two nationwide enterprise surveys), an 
extensive outreach to partners and stakeholders across private and public sectors, and COHEP’s willingness 
to make the policy process more inclusive and dialogue-based. 
This case demonstrates the importance of building the capacity of implementing partners to understand 
and mainstream WED concerns, to widen the set of stakeholders and voices they engage with to become 
more inclusive, and to advocate and communicate effectively with strong evidence.
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4. Conclusions & Recommendations

This paper has charted some key entryways for 
better incorporating gender in business envi-
ronment reform, with a focus both on policies 
themselves, and the processes for their proper 
implementation. There is significant evidence for 
gendered constraints to doing business and on 
“what works” to empower women economically 
that can guide the work of the ILO and other de-
velopment partners in mainstreaming a gender 
perspective in their BER programmes.

4.1 Gender and Business 
Environment Reform Policies
Based on the above exploration of policy areas and 
cross-cutting gender issues, the key entry points 
for a gendered perspective within the ILO’s EESE 
frameworks are summarized here. While an initial 
prioritization is provided based on the evidence 
review and interviews, a contextualized prioritiza-
tion should be undertaken in each case, including 
local constituents and their considerations.

 X Table 3: Overview of Gender Linkages in the ILO’s BER Frameworks

EESE Factors Gender linkage  
(& relevant WED factor where applicable) Key suggestions

Political Elements

Peace and 
political 
stability

Research on feminist foreign policy has 
demonstrated that more gender equal societies 
are more peaceful,2 and there are a few emerging 
resources on BER in fragile contexts (e.g. DCED 
2020). However, it is likely that many governments 
and social partners will see this as outside the 
influencing sphere of BE reform.

BER can be part of efforts to 
improve economic stability or 
rebuild a private sector in fragile 
contexts. A gender lens should be 
mainstreamed throughout these 
initiatives.

Good 
governance

Good governance enters as a cross-cutting gender 
issues when it comes to implementation and 
administration of BE regulations, through women’s 
vulnerability to harassment and extortion, and 
their constrained access to justice, commercial 
courts and other accountability mechanisms.
WED Condition: Legal & Regulatory Frameworks

This area is closely related to 
enabling regulatory environment 
and should be part of a joint effort 
to improve the way BE laws are 
administered to women.

Social dialogue Women’s collective action and representation 
is critical for WEE and gender-sensitive BER. 
Widening the social dialogue to include women 
and elevating diverse women’s voices is one of our 
key recommendations.
WED Condition: Representation of Women 
Entrepreneurs in Policy Dialogue

Make this a key priority across 
all BER policy areas, and a core 
indicator of program success.

2  See for example O’Reilly (2015); Hudson & Kay Cohen (2016); and Hudson et al. (2012)
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Respect 
for human 
rights and 
international 
labour 
standards

Gender-based violence and human rights 
violations are a core inhibitor of women’s 
empowerment, and a GBV analysis should be part 
of any do-no-harm approach. Sexual harassment 
at work, in engaging with officials, and in public 
places may also enter here. Labour standards 
are particularly important for informal women 
workers, and other international conventions (e.g. 
CEDAW) can be entryways to raise issues of social 
norms and customary practices.

While GBV is less likely to be a 
priority for BER, this area is always 
an important foundation for 
advocacy efforts, and should be 
used strategically e.g. to raise social 
norms and sexual harassment 
issues.

Economic Elements

Sound 
and stable 
macroeconomic 
policy 

Fiscal policy can affect women e.g. through 
taxation laws, as well as spending cuts to social 
services under “fiscal consolidation” programmes. 
There is emerging scholarship on feminist 
macroeconomics, e.g. on the valuation of women’s 
unpaid work.

Macroeconomic conditions may be 
a key factor for growth and private 
sector development, but are too 
large a policy area to fall under BER. 

Trade and 
sustainable 
economic 
integration

Trade and export promotion are mainly relevant 
for formal entrepreneurs, but supply chain 
integration efforts can also target smaller (and 
even informal) businesses, and export-oriented 
sectors may employ women as workers.
WED Condition: Access to Markets & Technology

While this did not emerge as a 
priority area in the interviews, 
increasing demand is seen in this 
condition as covered in the key 
policy area by the World Bank.

Enabling legal 
and regulatory 
environment

The gender-sensitive implementation of business 
regulations is a key factor e.g. for women’s 
informality.
WED Conditions: Legal & Regulatory Systems; Policy 
Frameworks

This area is as an entryway to 
sharpen the engagement with 
the informal economy and 
for a gendered analysis of the 
administrative framework through 
which policies are implemented.

Rule of law and 
secure property 
rights

Women’s land and property rights and overcoming 
the procedural barriers to asset ownership are 
key factors for WEE. For informal entrepreneurs 
who lack legal recognition, a core concern will be 
whether the “rule of law” extends to them and 
their business.
WED Condition: Legal & Regulatory Systems – 
Property & inheritance rights

This area is a key foundation for 
women’s formal and informal 
economic activity.

Fair competition “Affirmative action” in government procurement 
and value chain linkages could enter here, e.g. 
making procurement processes more amenable 
to women’s business size, time constraints, and 
market power, to enable them to compete in the 
first place.
WED Condition: Access to Markets & Technology

This represents a greater concern 
for formal entrepreneurship even 
though the decent work implication 
is weaker.

Access to 
financial 
services

Access to finance is one of the key policy areas 
especially for women’s (formal) entrepreneurship.
WED Condition: Financial Services

The analysis in this area should 
consider a nuanced target group 
analysis to avoid focusing only on 
formal entrepreneurship.

Physical 
infrastructure

As with other resources, women face greater 
constraints to access energy, water, and physical 
assets such as business premises. Their limited 
access to safe public transportation options could 
also be mapped under this condition.

Assets (covered under property 
rights) and mobility are the 2 narrow 
dimensions considered from a 
gender perspective in the evidence 
scan and interviews.
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ICT Technology has great potential to help overcome 
some gendered barriers, e.g. through online 
markets, mobile finance, and social media for 
wider networking. The digital gender divide and 
online harassment remain a concern.
WED Condition: Access to Markets & Technology

It should be looked at as a tool for 
potential solutions within several 
other policy/constraint areas such as 
finance and market access.

Social Elements

Entrepreneurial 
culture

A culture of innovation and mentorship already 
mentions targeted support to women’s start-up 
capacity. This condition can be an entry point to 
engage on gendered social norms, attitudes, and 
behaviours more broadly.

Analyse wider gendered social 
norms and their impact on women’s 
economic empowerment.

Education, 
training and 
lifelong learning

Women’s lower access to education and human 
capital formation is an important barrier to 
their development and economic advancement. 
Training and BDS schemes need to be demand-
driven.
WED Condition: Business Development Support 
services

This area plays a core role in all the 
aspects of gender, decent work 
and BER. The gender dimension 
needs to be further explored when 
addressing the nexus between BER 
and education, training, and lifelong 
learning.

Social justice 
and social 
inclusion

This is already the “gender” and inequality 
condition. While a starting point, it is currently 
too broad/aggregate for targeted BER 
recommendations.
WED Condition: Leadership and Coordination

Should be analysed moving away 
from viewing gender as a single 
policy area vs. mainstreamed 
approach to analysis and problem-
solving.

Adequate social 
protection 

This condition is key for women due to their strong 
presence in the informal economy and their 
unpaid work “double burden”. Part of the analysis 
should be to find ways to extend social protection 
and particularly childcare support to poor informal 
women, to ensure that informal entrepreneurs 
reap benefits from formalization, and exploring 
other paths of transition from vulnerable (self-)
employment to more secure forms of economic 
activity.
WED Condition: Legal & Regulatory Systems – Labour 
Laws

This is key both from a gender and a 
decent work perspective.

Environmental Elements

Responsible 
stewardship 
of the 
environment

Women are often at the forefront of stewardship 
initiatives, and tend to be more strongly negatively 
impacted by e.g. extractive projects that also 
erode the environment. Women are also more 
impacted by food insecurity as a result of 
environmental degradation.3

The evidence for relationships 
among business environment, 
gender and environmental 
sustainability is nascent, and should 
be taken into account within the BER 
programmes. 

3 See OECD (2021), Gender and the Environment: Building Evidence and Policies to Achieve the SDGs, OECD Publishing, 
Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/3d32ca39-en. 
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4.2 Gender and the Business 
Environment Reform Process

Across business environment policy areas, there 
are some general process recommendations for 
organizations conducting BER programming.

 Take a gender mainstreaming approach . 
While we strongly recommend that all BER pro-
grammes should be gender inclusive in ensuring 
adequate representation of a diverse women’s 
perspectives in the analysis and reform design, not 
all such programmes need to be gender targeted 
to have a positive impact on women’s economic 
empowerment. For example, the most binding 
constraint identified by both male and female en-
trepreneurs may be unnecessarily complex regis-
tration procedures – but solving it will likely impact 
women disproportionally, as they are more likely 
to work informally. 

Taking a gender mainstreaming approach will 
normalize the inclusion of a gender lens across 
policy areas and the reform process, rather than 
being a single factor/condition to be ticked off. At a 
minimum, BER programmes should disaggregate 
secondary and primary data by gender, ensure to 
collect data from women-led formal and informal 
businesses, as well as broaden stakeholder en-
gagement in public-private dialogue to women’s 
business associations and other collective wom-
en’s organizations. 

 Widen the social dialogue and elevate wom-
en’s voices . Supporting women’s representation 
in public-private dialogue and policymaking is a 
key challenge for organizations supporting BER 
processes, and at the same time a foundational 
aspect of women’s empowerment. Given the high 
level of informality in many developing countries, 
the established social partners such as employers’ 
organizations may only represent a small share 
of businesses in general, and an even smaller 
share of economically active women. However, 
the formal and informal economy are closely in-
tertwined and there are synergies to be gained 
from greater alliance not just in economic terms, 
but also in terms of policy interests. 

4 The ILO has produced resources that can be leveraged for this effort, such as a handbook to make the business case for 
greater gender diversity to employers’ organizations, and a toolkit for participatory gender audits (ILO 2017; ILO 2012).

Having a division or sub-organization for women 
business owners within larger EOs has helped 
to put women entrepreneurs’ concerns on the 
agenda, but this structure still serves to view 
“gender” as a distinct topic rather than a main-
streamed way of thinking and problem-solving, 
which risks it being de-prioritized. Given the core 
relevance of women’s voice and collective organ-
izing for their economic empowerment and for 
the sustainability of any gender-sensitive BER 
intervention, we recommend organizations that 
support BER to engage on this area specifically. 
This will include seeking out existing associations 
of women traders and workers, supporting their 
advocacy capacity, and elevating their voices 
through more inclusive consultation formats 
(see Annex for more detailed practical guidance). 
Helping those organizations build a business case 
for greater inclusion by framing their evidence and 
policy solutions in a way that they align with the 
incentives of potential allies and decision-makers 
may be part of that capacity building. Supporting 
more inclusive public-private dialogue will likely 
also include gender mainstreaming capacity 
building efforts targeted at traditional social part-
ners, government agencies, and service providers, 
as promoted by ILO-WED through the WE-Check 
and other participatory gender self-assessment 
and audit tools.4

 Map a greater range of economically active 
women, in particular from the informal 
economy . Employing a wider definition of entre-
preneurship that includes small, informal busi-
nesses that might lack formal representation and 
seeking to understand the needs of the various 
categories of informal women entrepreneurs 
and workers, as well as finding ways to integrate 
their perspective in the BER process should be a 
cross-cutting priority. This means expanding data 
collection and analysis to cover these constituen-
cies in a more systematic way, and developing dif-
ferentiated recommendations for various groups 
of economically active women. For programmes 
focused on women’s entrepreneurship, this may 
also mean taking a dual approach – expanding 
the current focus on productivity and growth of 
women’s (formal) businesses to charting multiple 
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pathways to decent work for small-scale subsist-
ence entrepreneurs. For some women working 
under vulnerable conditions of self-employment, 
supporting their transition from low-productivity, 
inefficient and precarious necessity entrepreneur-
ship into formal wage employment with some 
social protection and security of earnings may 
bring greater benefits than business development 
support.

 Invest more in understanding the political 
economy, advocacy dynamics, and levers of po-
litical buy-in . Many business environment reform 
assessments stall at the level of formulation of 
high-level policy recommendations and do not 
reach implementation stage, partially because of 
a lack of political will. The mandate for WED tends 
to fall between different ministries with little or 
no discussion, exchange, and coordination and 
therefore tends to lack a unified, comprehensive 
approach by government. Moreover, the political 
context can be challenging – cabinet reshuffles, 
political instability, and a small private sector in 
general may mean that even where commitment 
exists initially, priorities and personnel may shift 
over the course of the diagnosis phase. 

Keeping in mind the reform cycle framework, di-
agnosis should always be conducted with a per-
spective of advocacy and implementation, so that 
a business case for change is built that is not only 
rooted in thorough analysis, but in the existing 
political reality. Engaging high-level policymakers 
in the relevant Ministries is key for mobilizing visi-
bility and resources. Some of the case studies fea-
tured in this paper also highlight the importance 
of building resilience and capacity for sustained 
engagement in research and advocacy of social 
partners, such as women’s organizations.

 Prioritize constraints and make specific pro-
posals . This paper as well as some of the other 
key efforts at mapping gender dimensions of 
business environment reform (DCED/Miles 2016; 
World Bank 2010) have focused on mapping a wide 
range of evidence across the spectrum of BER 
policy areas and process steps. To make proposed 
policy solutions practical and actionable and to 
avoid broad, generic commitments to gender 
equality that do not translate into actual change, 
they need to be specific and based in contextual-
ized research. Therefore, holistic frameworks such 
as ILO-EESE and ILO-WED should be used as an 

entry point of analysis that are then reduced to a 
more limited number of key constraints in a prior-
itization process with national stakeholders, and 
followed up with deeper analysis, including quan-
titative and qualitative data both to understand 
larger economic dynamics and gendered patterns; 
as well as to reach depth, unexpected outcomes, 
and localized learning. 

 Improve collaboration and complementarity 
with wider BER efforts . There are several key 
development institutions conducting BER assess-
ments and developing policy recommendations 
– development financial institutions, regional de-
velopment banks, bilateral development institu-
tions, other donors, and governments themselves. 
In terms of government institutions, it is impera-
tive to broaden the range of ministries that are 
brought to discuss, coordinate and agree on how 
best to incorporate a gender lens within BER. Not 
only the Ministry of Gender/Family Affairs, which 
often administer issues of WED in countries (espe-
cially female micro and small enterprise develop-
ment), but also other relevant ministries such as 
the Ministry of Labour and Ministry of Industry, - 
to actively participate in discussions on the design 
and implementation of gender-focused business 
environment reform policies.

To ensure that reform proposals are not devel-
oped in isolation and efforts are spent on dupli-
cating work that others may already do (better), 
organizations should seek to establish greater col-
laboration and to develop their own comparative 
advantage. Coordinating with other large players 
can also increase policy leverage and visibility, as 
they may engage with different constituencies and 
policymakers. Given that gender equality is a core 
goal for many of these institutions, there is much 
common ground to develop joint research and 
reform initiatives.

 Refocus on defining and measuring impact . 
Given the complexity of the politics of reform and 
the limited timeframe that organizations may have 
to engage in a specific BER process, measuring 
impact in terms of actual policy and behaviour 
change can be difficult. This is particularly true 
for gendered outcomes of reform, which may be 
quantifiable (e.g. a greater number of women reg-
istering their businesses, or accessing maternity 
benefits) but are often qualitative (e.g. changes 
in norms or decision-making power). We suggest 
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that development partners focus their learning 
on the process - “impact” may not always be a 
reform/policy change, but a more inclusive insti-
tutional set-up. Moreover, rather than measuring 
impact themselves, organizations should build the 
capacity of their local partners to collect such data 
and establish learning and accountability systems. 

 Build a gender-sensitive enabling environ-
ment post-COVID . The shock and uncertainty that 
the COVID pandemic has introduced to the global 
economy, threatening to unravel years of progress 
made in decent work and poverty eradication, 
must be a watershed moment for development or-
ganizations to reflect on existing analytical frame-
works and their need for adaptation (ICRW 2019; 
ILO 2020c). Crises such as this can be windows of 
opportunity to push for a necessary change in ap-
proaches, break up traditional ways of thinking, 
and make way for new models of cooperation and 
engagement. Given women’s greater economic 
vulnerability and disproportionate risk of being 
impacted negatively by the pandemic, applying an 
intersectional gender lens to COVID-19 recovery 
efforts will be vital.

This paper has explored specific gendered chal-
lenges within core business environment reform 
policy areas, taking the ILO’s Enabling Environment 
for Sustainable Enterprises (EESE) and Women’s 
Entrepreneurship Development (WED) pro-
grammes as the main reference points. BER for 
sustainable development is a crucial avenue for 

policymakers to enable inclusive growth, job cre-
ation, and poverty reduction. 

However, for the long-term sustainability of 
gender-sensitive reform processes, gender 
mainstreaming in all the business environ-
ment conditions should be highlighted as a key 
cross-cutting goal for BER programmes. Business 
environment reform programmes must move 
beyond viewing “social inclusion” as a distinct 
policy area towards mainstreaming a gender lens 
across policy areas, as well as the reform process 
itself. 

A gender-sensitive analysis of the challenges and 
opportunities for doing business, as well as a more 
inclusive design and implementation of public-pri-
vate dialogue and policy formulation, has the po-
tential not only to significantly advance women’s 
economic empowerment, but also to reduce pov-
erty & inequality and have a major macroeconomic 
impact on growth & prosperity. Yet, as this paper 
suggests, there are still many critical gender-re-
lated issues that too often are not addressed in 
business environment reforms worldwide. It is of 
the utmost importance that leading institutions 
and stakeholders in the BER space proactively 
take a gender-focused approach throughout their 
policies and processes to build a business environ-
ment that is conducive to the needs of all genders.
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Practical Guidance on Integrating Gender Across the 
BER Cycle 

Assess (Diagnosis)

This section presents overarching recommenda-
tions on conducting a gender-sensitive analysis 
of the business environment at the diagnostic 
stage. These best practices are applicable across 
policy areas and should provide organizations 
conducting BER assessments with a starting point 
when setting up their data collection and impact 
measurement strategy.

One risk that is not gender-specific is too heavy 
a focus put on presenting a holistic, thoroughly 
researched and all-encompassing diagnosis re-
sulting from a drawn-out analysis phase that ul-
timately leads to the BER initiative running out 

of momentum, time, resources and/or political 
will to actually reach the next stage of advocacy 
and policy formulation. If organizations have a 
research mandate but lack the resources to ac-
company a BER process from assessment to for-
mulation and implementation, more effort should 
be invested in supporting the capacity of local 
partners to conduct such analysis themselves, or-
ganize, formulate reform proposals, and advocate 
for them.

Gender-specific challenges

 X Lack of gender-disaggregated household sur-
veys, enterprise surveys, and secondary data 

 X Checklists of Key Issues and Data Sources 

Checklist of Key Issues
When developing new survey instruments:

 X Ensure that women as well as men are involved in 
question formulation and that thought is given to 
identifying specific constraints that may affect one 
gender or the other

 X Ensure male-female balance in survey sample 
groups—pilot and final 

When analyzing survey results:
 X Which investment climate constraints are 
perceived in the same way, or differently, by men’s 
and women’s businesses?

 X What is relative priority that women and men 
put on addressing different investment climate 
constraints?

 X Are there constraints that are specific to women?

Source of Information
 X Enterprise Survey (World Bank); World Economic 
Forum Gender Gap reports

 X Global Entrepreneurship Monitor reports
 X CEDAW reports
 X Reports of national and international NGOs on the 
status of women

 X Interviews and focused groups with business 
associations and organizations

Checklists of Key Issues 
 X Use data collection methods that are appropriate 
for women.

 X Consider women-in-business forums or other 
mechanisms aimed at giving women opportunity 
to voice their concerns and to identify critical 
success factors and obstacles affecting their 
business

 X Use business forums and conduct individual 
interviews with women, alongside analysis by local 
experts, which are useful means of identifying and 
tackling constraining social and cultural issues.

 X Use “profiles” od women in business to highlight 
specific investment climate issues faced by women.

 X Be clear about whether the questions are aimed at 
the business manager or owner.

 X In the case of a family-run business, seek to 
determine what the relationship is between 
ownership and management and whether men 
or women are the final decision makers in the 
business.

Source: World Bank (2010)
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indicators. Insufficient concern or resources to 
design primary data collection to capture a va-
riety of women’s voices, e.g. including informal 
enterprises.

 X Gendered impacts are not considered when 
baseline data is collected, theories of change 
are designed, and M&E systems for regulatory 
impact assessments set up (where these exist).

 X Insufficient depth of analysis, leading to overly 
broad claims around gender impact that do not 
filter into concrete, actionable targets.

 X Analysis of gender constraints is limited to an 
assessment of the legal framework, without 
considering the key role that enforcement/
regulatory frameworks play.

Example Best Practices

 X Use the frameworks and evidence presented 
above, as well as existing resources like the 
World Bank’s guide to seek out new sources of 
secondary data (e.g. Women, Business and the 
Law), and to redesign surveys and sampling 
processes to mainstream a gender lens.

 X Ensure a representative quota of women are 
included in the sample, and make particular ef-
forts to reach out to women and men working 
in the informal economy.

 X Put a key focus on analysing the administra-
tive & institutional framework to understand 
drivers & barriers to implementation, potential 
procedural constraints, and allies & blockers

 X Use existing evidence – including the ILO’s own 
studies and publications – as well as global 
rankings and economic modelling to build a 
business case for WEE and political incentives 
for reform.Frame WEE as a win-win, demon-
strate that addressing women’s progress is 
critical for overall productivity growth and im-
provement of the business environment. 

 X Once there are indications that a limited set of 
BE factors are the binding constraints, follow 
up with additional studies that address and 
analyses these specific issues, including their 

potential impact on women, thus enabling the 
formulation of concrete steps and action plans.

 X Develop a results measurement framework 
for the proposed BE reforms that takes into ac-
count gender considerations.

Resources:

The World Bank (2020): Women, Business and the 
Law. 2020 Report and Website.

The World Bank / Simavi et al. (2010): Gender 
Dimensions of Investment Climate Reform: A Guide 
for Policy Makers and Practitioners.

The evidence presented across this paper.

Advocate (Diagnosis/Design)

As emphasized under the chapter on women’s par-
ticipation in public-private dialogue, the advocacy 
stage is key for gender-sensitive BER. Wherever or-
ganizations have the convening power to lobby for 
greater representation of a diverse set of women 
in the reform process – including those tradition-
ally marginalized, such as informal entrepreneurs 
– we strongly recommend that they make this a 
priority and core indicator of impact.

Gender-specific challenges

 X Women are poorly represented by traditional 
EOs. WEAs are not included in the high-level 
policy dialogue. Associations of informal 
workers and entrepreneurs are even less rep-
resented.

 X Existing partners such as EOs and trade unions 
are not very diverse and show little interest in 
advocating for the concerns of women entre-
preneurs, do not see it as a priority.

 X If women entrepreneurs are formally con-
nected to traditional EOs, it is most often 
through a dedicated “women’s unit” or sub-or-
ganization. While this indicates at least a 
degree of organization and representation, 
and strong policy partnerships can emerge 
from such arrangements, it still poses the risk 
of gender concerns being viewed as separate 
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 X Example Indicators for Evaluating Gender-Sensitive Public-Private Dialogue 

# Subquestion Gender focus

Mandate and institutional alignment—What were or are the objectives of the PPD, and what was or is its 
mandate toward the government and the private sector? How does it fit with current institutions?

1 Existence of mission statement and capacity of 
participants to explain this mission statement

Does the mission statement explicitly address 
gender equality and/or women’s issues?

2 Degree of anchorage of the partnership in existing 
public institutions as per its mandate

Does a gender focus contribute to recognition 
of the PPD and to the attitude toward your 
partnership?

3 Institutional readiness to implement PPD 
recommendations

What is the respective contribution of men and 
women to PPD institutional readiness?

Structure and participation—How is the PPD structured; does it enable a balanced and effective participation?

4 Existence of rules and regulations in the 
partnership, including formal mechanisms in place 
to balance power

Are women equally represented in PPD structures 
and possibilities to participate in the partnership?

5 Degree of participatory decision making Do women participate in PPD decision making?

Champion(s) and leadership—Has the PPD identified champions, and how has it tried to leverage them over 
time to impact the effectiveness of the dialogue process?

6 The presence and clear involvement of champions 
who are recognized as such by stakeholders

Are there female champions? Do the champions 
represent women’s issues?

7 Continuity of involvement of champions in 
dialogue or in partnership

Is there continuity in women’s leadership and 
presence in the PPD?

Facilitation and management—Did the PPD engage suitable facilitators and/or managers? How has their role 
been defined? Have they managed to effectively ensure cohesion and performance? What conflicts did they 
manage, and how did they resolve these?

8 Quality of facilitation of the PPD Are there women facilitators? Do they address 
women’s issues?

9 Quality of PPD logistics and management 
arrangements (responsibilities, tasks, structure, 
logistics, and so on)

Are women adequately represented in PPD 
management?

Outputs—What outputs does the PPD produce, and under what internal processes? Have outputs from the 
PPD contributed to agreed-on private sector development outcomes in the shape of structure and process 
outputs, analytical outputs, or recommendations?

10 Hard outputs: analytical reports, reviews, and so 
on

Do the hard outputs of the PPD address gender 
issues?

11 Soft outputs: respondents reporting improved 
trust, cooperation, communication, and so on

What are the shares of men and women reporting 
improved trust, cooperation, communication, and
so on?

12 Impact output: Degree to which dialogue or 
partnership has innovated or changed existing 
institutional structures

Has the PPD been able to influence changes that 
are gender responsive?
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or an add-on to the organization’s list of issues, 
rather than a mainstreamed way of assessing 
general business environment policy.

 X Existing WEAs may have strong leadership and 
a broad constituency base, but struggle with 
conducting research, setting up a functioning 
organizational structure, or lacking resources, 
recognition, or negotiating skills, making their 
advocacy less effective.

 X Those leading the assessment/reform process 
do not invest in mapping out the range of ex-
isting stakeholders and engaging underrepre-
sented voices.

Example Best Practices

 X Use mapping of stakeholders/political 
economy analysis to map out possible advo-
cacy coalitions to promote gender-sensitive 

BER for women’s economic empowerment, 
and to understand potential entry points for 
underrepresented voices to be inserted into 
the high-level policy dialogue. Go beyond the 
“traditional” partner EOs and trade unions to 
engage with associations of informal workers 
and traders, women entrepreneurs’ networks 
and unions, and other key actors or women’s 
collective self-organizing such as cooperative 
movements to understand their priorities, and 
find ways to bring them to the table. Leverage 
the ILO’s convening power to facilitate connec-
tions between EOs, government, and WEAs, 
e.g. through workshops, technical discussions, 
task forces, or other formats.

 X Use the evidence/business case built in the 
first step to build the capacity of EOs to take 
on a more gender-sensitive approach in their 
advocacy, and to lobby policymakers. If WEAs 
or women’s units of EOs are present, sup-
port them with preparing the evidence to be 

# Subquestion Gender focus

Outreach and communication—Has the PPD communication enabled a shared vision and understanding 
through the development of a common language and built trust among stakeholders?

13 Quality and frequency of communication among 
different stakeholder groups

Is the PPD communication gender inclusive?

14 Amount and kind of outreach and communication 
activities to civil society and media

Is there outreach and awarenessraising specifically 
focused on women’s issues or groups?

Monitoring—Is there regular reporting on the process, activities, outputs, and outcomes of the PPD, and 
provision of follow-up actions to problems identified in these reports?

15 Quality of reporting and documentation on 
activities of the partnership

Are gender-focused outputs and outcomes 
monitored?

16 Degree to which monitoring results have resulted 
in changes in planning and targets

Has gender-focused monitoring facilitated better 
gender-informed planning and target setting?

17 Use of ex post assessment Has this assessment addressed the gender-
responsiveness of the PPD?

Subnational—Has the dialogue been conducted at all levels of decision making down to the most local level 
possible and involving microentrepreneurs, SMEs, and local stakeholders?

18 Existence of local and regional structures or 
consultation mechanisms for the dialogue or 
partnership

Does the PPD consult equally with women 
stakeholders?

19 Existence of activities of the PPD at other levels 
(local, regional, or national) through ad hoc 
activities, dedicated programs, or working groups

Does outreach at different levels reach women 
stakeholders?

Source: World Bank (2010)
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actionable – do not frame gender as a long, 
high-level list of “women-only” constraints and 
demands, but help them draft concrete, de-
tailed, realistic reform proposals. Build the ca-
pacity of WEAs to formulate such policies, and 
to embed the evidence in the “bigger picture” 
of the business environment, to show linkages 
with a broader reform agenda, demonstrating 
how the identified challenges affect both sexes 
in differential ways.

 X Factor in socio-cultural constraints for women’s 
participation when designing public-private di-
alogue (PPD) consultations, e.g. their limited 
time, child care needs, security concerns, travel 
constraints, etc. Leverage existing evaluation 
frameworks for gender-sensitive PPD when 
designing such forums for engagement (e.g. 
World Bank 2010).

 X Widen coalitions / pressure groups by ex-
ploring opportunities to support gender-sen-
sitive BER through regional alliances and 
knowledge sharing platforms. Knowledge 
sharing e.g. between business associations 
can be a simple and powerful tool – seeing 
what neighbouring countries have achieved, 
learning from their experience, creating col-
laboration and competition (BERF/Salam 2017).

 X Identify “champions for change” across public 
and private sectors to promote women’s eco-
nomic empowerment through gender-sensi-
tive BER.

 X Identify shared interests with existing part-
ners / powerful advocacy groups by using a 
business case framing of gender equality and 
embedding women’s concerns within their ex-
isting priorities.

 X When organizing/convening consultations, 
panels, or workshops, directly ask for equal 
representation. Disengage from all-male for-
mats. Critically evaluate public-private dialogue 
forums on how they engage women through 
their mandate, structure, outputs, communica-
tion, and other indicators. Donor organizations 
should also reflect on their own role in the 
PPD process, and evaluate to what degree the 
agenda and capacity of involved stakeholders 
is independent of their influence.

Resources:

ILO/Bentchikou (2020): Bending the rules. How to 
use a systemic approach to improve the rules of the 
game. ILO Lab, August 2020

The World Bank / Simavi et al. (2010): Gender 
Dimensions of Investment Climate Reform: A Guide 
for Policy Makers and Practitioners.

DCED / Miles (2016): Business Environment Reform 
and Gender, Technical paper. August 2016

Reform (Design/
Implementation)

The design of reforms is closely aligned with the 
diagnosis and advocacy phase, as reform pro-
posals emerge from the constraints analysis and 
the perspectives of various actors engaged in the 
public-private dialogue. Nevertheless, there are 
some specific good practices when it comes to the 
formulation of concrete reform proposals.

Gender-specific challenges

 X Local stakeholders/partners struggle to make 
a case for gender-sensitive BE reform towards 
the government. Although the evidence exists 
through the assessments, it is often not trans-
lated into tangible recommendations, strate-
gies, and concrete reform proposals.

 X Policy reforms only address legal constraints 
(the “letter of the law”) and do not sufficiently 
concern themselves with implementation, en-
forcement, and behaviour change goals.

 X Existing MEL systems and key performance 
indicators (KPIs) of local partners and govern-
ment agencies lack gender indicators, making 
impact hard to track and lowering incentives 
to engage.

 X Lack of political will to push reform proposals 
over the finish line.

 X Lack of gender expertise among key decision 
makers, lack of capacity within partner organ-
izations to consistently lobby for change and 
“keep up the pressure” on policymakers.
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 X Lack of capacity of existing WEAs and other key 
organizations to engage in the reform process 
in a sustained manner and hold policy makers 
as well as EOs accountable, e.g. to critically 
assess the level of policy implementation and 
to ensure women’s participation in the imple-
mentation.

Example Best Practices

 X Support the formulation of policy reforms that 
also incorporate potential gender concerns/
constraints in the operationalization at the reg-
ulatory and administrative level. Where pos-
sible, include engagement/survey of relevant 
subnational actors/levels of administration 
that will oversee implementation.

 X Promote the mainstreaming of gender con-
siderations and indicators within the relevant 
MEL and impact assessment systems, e.g. lev-
eraging the results measurement framework 
and developing sample indicators.

 X Focus technical assistance efforts on building 
the advocacy capacity of women’s organiza-
tions. Support partner organizations to estab-
lish BER focal points with gender expertise.

 X Leverage the ILO’s convening power to make 
the multi-stakeholder partnerships between 
the public, private and civil society partners en-
gaged in BER more inclusive, and/or build the 
capacity of partner organizations to build such 
alliances more widely and inclusively.

 X Take into account the importance of commu-
nication and political economy analysis for 
successful reform efforts. After mapping the 
political economy landscape for a specific 
reform area and seeking out allies/champions, 
provide key reform champions with evidence 
and support with communication efforts. 

Grow (Sustainability & MEL)

In the “sustainability” or “grow” phase, we expect 
the reform to take effect and induce the kind of 
behavioural changes that were intended, re-
sulting eventually in economic growth and poverty 

reduction. Given the long-term nature of this 
phase, it is unlikely that outcomes will be discern-
ible immediately, so the focus should be placed on 
setting up monitoring and accountability systems 
that can assess reform impact over time.

Gender-specific challenges

 X Lack of capacity, resources, and experience of 
local partners to collect the necessary data to 
assess impact, and in particular to do so in a 
gender-disaggregated way. Existing data col-
lection and evaluation systems – e.g. of gov-
ernment agencies – are not gender sensitive.

 X Overwhelming focus on quantitative indica-
tors does not allow for qualitative changes to 
emerge (e.g. around social norms or quality 
of enforcement), nor for potential unintended 
consequences.

 X Gender-intentional BER policies are imple-
mented, but do not seem to have the desired 
effect, or even harm women’s economic en-
gagement.

Example Best Practices

 X During the policy design and advocacy phase, 
support the integration of gender considera-
tions into logic models and “theories of change” 
of reforms, and support the development of re-
lated indicators. Ensure that the impact on WEE 
is not an afterthought, but rather built into the 
causal theory of the reform’s intended behav-
iour change from the start.

 X Given the constraints on large-scale qualitative 
evaluations of national BE policies, where pos-
sible, pilot gender-sensitive BER interventions 
at a smaller level (e.g. within a less important 
sector, or on a subnational level), then evaluate 
them, before scaling up the policy more widely.

 X Conduct interviews and women-only focus 
group discussions to understand how the 
implementation of BE policies and laws has 
progressed and impacted them, including pos-
sible unintended and/or undesired outcomes 
(e.g. an increased time burden, male backlash, 
etc.). Even better, support local partners such 
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as WEAs with resources (e.g. sample question-
naires) to conduct such analyses themselves.

 X Where resources to follow up – e.g. with an 
evaluation study - are limited, implement sim-
plified tools such as reform trackers and set up 
small-scale periodic check-ins. 

Resources:

Srilatha & Pittman (2010): Capturing change in wom-
en’s realities: A critical overview of current moni-
toring and evaluation frameworks and approaches. 
Association for Women’s Rights in Development.

Glennerster et al. (2018): A practical guide to meas-
uring women’s and girls’ empowerment in impact 
evaluations. J-Pal 2018 

Lombardini et al. (2017): A ‘how to’ guide to meas-
uring women’s empowerment: Sharing experience 
from Oxfam’s impact evaluations.
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