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Context 

Studies investigating the dynamics of gender inequality and growth in Africa have tended to 

approach the subject from the angle of human development and labor force participation. The 

majority of these studies have concluded that increasing female enrollment rates and reducing 

educational gender gaps are growth enhancing. In the past decade we have seen growth in a new 

body of work that focuses on female entrepreneurship and female-owned or managed businesses 

in Africa. One of the key studies that drew attention to this important trend was the 2008 report by 

the World Bank, Doing Business: Women in Africa.1 The report, inter alia, noted that the three 

countries with the highest percentage of women entrepreneurs were Ghana (44%), Cape Verde 

(43%), and Rwanda (41%). These patterns are confirmed by a more recent study on developing 

countries more broadly, the Mastercard Index of Women Entrepreneurs (2018), which also noted 

that countries with the highest number of female entrepreneurs included Ghana, Uganda, 

Bangladesh and Vietnam.2 The report comments that Ghana far outstrips all its peers with the 

highest percentage of women business owners (46%). This speaks to a long history of female 

entrepreneurship in Ghana.3 Indeed, Sub-Saharan Africa has the highest rate of female 

entrepreneurs globally with approximately 26% of female adults involved in entrepreneurial 

activity. Roland Berger’s Women in Africa Entrepreneurship Study (2018) noted that female 

entrepreneurs contributed between US$250 billion and US$300 billion to African economic 

growth in 2016, equivalent to about 13% of the continent’s GDP.4 According to McKinsey, the 

female economy is the world’s largest emerging market with the potential to add US$12 trillion to 

global GDP by 2025. Yet, recent studies also point to the huge obstacles women entrepreneurs in 

Africa face: from adverse social and cultural norms to a US$42 billion financing gap, though 

women operate over 40% of small and medium-scale enterprises (SMEs) in Africa. 

 

Conference Organizers 

In the light of the above, this conference on “Women and the Changing Face of Entrepreneurship 

in Africa” could not have come at a more opportune time. Indeed, the conference is taking place 

in a promising business context marked by the implementation of the African Continental Free 

Trade Area (AfCFTA), the world largest free area by number of countries. With a potential to 

increase Africa’s economic outputs by US$ 29 trillion by 2050, and an estimated US4 4.2 trillion 

business-to-business, the AfCFTA carries enormous opportunities for women entrepreneurs, 

including in large scale and innovative business, which should be harnessed fully5.  

 
1 World Bank: Doing Business: Women in Africa - https://www.doingbusiness.org/en/reports/thematic-

reports/women-in-africa (April 2008) 
2 Mastercard: Mastercard Index of Women Entrepreneurs (MIWE) 2018 - https://newsroom.mastercard.com/wp-

content/uploads/2018/03/MIWE_2018_Final_Report.pdf 
3 See for example, Claire E. Robertson, Sharing the Same Bowl: A Socio-economic History of Women and Class in 

Accra, Ghana (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984). 
4 Roland Berger: Women in Africa Entrepreneurship Study - https://www.rolandberger.com/en/Publications/Africa-

First-female-entrepreneurs-in-the-high-tech-sector-as-new-role-models.html (September 2018) 
5 United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA), 2019 

https://www.doingbusiness.org/en/reports/thematic-reports/women-in-africa
https://www.doingbusiness.org/en/reports/thematic-reports/women-in-africa
https://newsroom.mastercard.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/MIWE_2018_Final_Report.pdf
https://newsroom.mastercard.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/MIWE_2018_Final_Report.pdf
https://www.rolandberger.com/en/Publications/Africa-First-female-entrepreneurs-in-the-high-tech-sector-as-new-role-models.html
https://www.rolandberger.com/en/Publications/Africa-First-female-entrepreneurs-in-the-high-tech-sector-as-new-role-models.html
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The conference panels (see below) push against the grain of the received literature by highlighting 

the place of female entrepreneurs not just in the formal economy, but operating large-scale and 

pioneering innovative businesses. This will challenge the mainstream narrative on African female 

entrepreneurs operating largely in the informal sector and in small and medium scale enterprises. 

It is critical to understanding this changing face of female entrepreneurship and the related policy 

implications. A collaboration between Harvard University’s Center for African Studies, the 

London Stock Exchange Group (LSEG), Lionesses of Africa, and the United Nations Economic 

Commission for Africa (UNECA), the conference brings into partnership a leading research 

university, a major policy institution of the United Nations, a major network of women 

entrepreneurs in Africa, and one of the most important stock exchanges in the world. Over two 

days, the deliberations of the conference seek to provide a clearer understanding of the landscape 

of female entrepreneurship on the continent, identify challenges and opportunities, examine policy 

frameworks, and define policy actions that would position African women, leaders in global 

female entrepreneurship, to play a transformative role in the world’s largest emerging market.  

 

The organizers of this conference bring considerable in-house knowledge to this conference. 

Harvard University has several distinguished faculty members across the Faculty of Arts and 

Sciences, the Law School, the Business School, and the Kennedy School of Government, who 

work on female entrepreneurship in Africa. The London Stock Exchange Group in addition to its 

Companies to Inspire Africa Reports, the latest one from 2019, runs the FTSE Women on Boards 

Leadership Index. The Reports showcase women-owned and women-run businesses, and the Index 

contributes to gender diversity by creating awareness of how companies with gender diversity 

perform better. Only 14% of board members in Africa are women.6 Several studies on how to 

strengthen women entrepreneurship in Africa call for networks that support women entrepreneurs. 

Perhaps, there is no more outstanding network of women entrepreneurs on the continent than the 

Lionesses of Africa with its 750,000 affiliated women entrepreneurs. Lionesses of Africa is a social 

enterprise that builds and delivers entrepreneur development programs, mentoring programs, 

business tools, digital media channels, community platforms, networking events, and information 

resources. The UNECA through its Africa Centre for Gender seeks to address gender inequality 

and women’s empowerment through producing researches, developing tools and providing 

evidence for policy formulation and implementation. The Africa Centre for Gender produces the 

Africa Women’s Report (AWR) and policy research on various women’s empowerment issues, 

including women’s entrepreneurship. Its 2019 AWR focuses on “Digital Finance: A Pathway to 

Women’s Economic Empowerment.” It has also developed the African Gender and Development 

Index, which measures progress in the achievement of gender equality and women’s empowerment 

in Africa. ECA has built pools of experts and coalitions of women’s human rights advocates, 

whose contributions have been instrumental to women’s economic empowerment.  Furthermore, 

ECA and its partners through its African Women Leadership Fund aim to create a sustainable 

platform that promotes the growth of women-owned and operated business across the continent.  

 

Conference Agenda 

 
6 CDC: Partnership will bring exceptional female talent to boards and investment committees across the continent - 

https://www.cdcgroup.com/en/news-insight/news/cdc-backs-theboardroom-africa-with-1-6m-funding-to-increase-

womens-representation-in-african-boardrooms/ (January 2019). 
 

https://www.cdcgroup.com/en/news-insight/news/cdc-backs-theboardroom-africa-with-1-6m-funding-to-increase-womens-representation-in-african-boardrooms/
https://www.cdcgroup.com/en/news-insight/news/cdc-backs-theboardroom-africa-with-1-6m-funding-to-increase-womens-representation-in-african-boardrooms/
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The conference will feature five panels over two days with a keynote speaker on the first day and 

a dinner speaker. The conference program will outline the key issues for each panel and provide a 

case study. Moderators for each panel will guide the discussion with the panelists, fielding general 

and specific questions to panelists, and then opening up to include audience participation. 

 

Panel One (Plenary Session): Africa’s High-Growth Women Entrepreneurs Driving Social and 

Economic Development. 

Here we seek to understand factors for the rise of high-growth women entrepreneurs, pathways 

that can facilitate their international expansion, and how we can support the next generation of 

high-growth entrepreneurs. 

 

Panel Two: Women Entrepreneurs Meeting Africa’s Massive Job Creation Challenge. 

This panel is an important corrective to the prevailing picture of African women enterprises as 

small or medium scale. In agriculture, digital, artisan enterprise, fashion, and services, Africa’s 

women entrepreneurs are creating large-scale businesses. Securico Security Services in Zimbabwe 

employs 4,000 employees and is the largest employer of women in Zimbabwe outside of 

government. How do we support scale up, sustain and replicate such large-scale endeavors? 

 

Panel Three: Women Entrepreneurs Building Business to Tackle Africa’s Commodity Trap. 

We seek to understand the trend of women entrepreneurs creating newer, more dynamic, and 

higher value agro-products such as chocolate, beauty products, botanicals, teas, and coffees. 

African women have entered into mining and have set up successful diamond cutting and polishing 

businesses.  

 

Panel Four: Leveraging the Digital Economy to Open Pathways to Economic Growth for Africa’s 

Women Entrepreneurs.  

How do we solve the connectivity gap and create opportunities for Africa’s women and girls to be 

part of a more inclusive digital world? How do we provide access to digital technologies that allow 

Africa’s women to benefit fully from the goods, services, and capital available across online 

markets? How do we leverage emerging technologies and business models to remove longstanding 

barriers to women’s economic opportunities in poor countries? 

 

Panel Five: Strengthening Institutional and Policy Frameworks, Funding and Networks to 

Advance Women Entrepreneurs. 

How can policy formulation promote and elevate women’s entrepreneurship as a priority for 

African economies? How do we overcome the funding gap? How can we design banking products 

and offerings that African women entrepreneurs need? How do we strengthen corporate 

governance and legal frameworks to guide women entrepreneurs to on the international scene? 

 

Conference Outcomes 

In addition to the conference report the organizers will produce a policy paper, which will also 

highlight key facts and figures on women entrepreneurs with infographics on the sectors they are 

engaged in. The conference organizers will also create an informal working group with a focus on 

research and policy. The working group will share its research and policy recommendations with 

groups of women entrepreneurs and through the respective UN bodies, the Africa Union, the 

African Development Bank, and the African Export-Import Bank.  


