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The United Nations (UN) Secretary-General established the High-Level Panel on Women’s Economic Empowerment in 2016 to bring together leaders from different constituencies—government, civil society, business and international organizations—to launch a shared global agenda that accelerates women’s economic participation and empowerment in support of implementing the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and its promise that no one will be left behind.

The first report of the High-Level Panel (September 2016) examined the case for women’s economic empowerment and identified seven drivers for addressing systemic barriers to women’s economic empowerment. These seven drivers were further explored by working groups, comprising High-Level Panel members and other stakeholders. Each working group prepared a paper with specific recommendations for transformative change.

The second report of the High Level Panel (March 2017) provided a synthesis of the recommendations of each of the seven working groups within the framework of the essential enabling environment to accelerate and deepen the impact of the seven drivers. In addition to the working group papers, each working group prepared a toolkit, focusing on how to take forward the recommendations of the working group, along with case studies and good practices where relevant.

This working group paper has been prepared by the Working Group for Driver 4—Building assets—digital, financial and property.

Its companion toolkit is published as a separate document.

High-Level Panel reports and working group papers and toolkits are all available online.
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OVERVIEW

Digital technology innovations and new applications have the potential to accelerate women’s economic empowerment. The challenges include large gender gaps in digital and financial inclusion, asset ownership and use:

• More than 1.7 billion women in low- and middle-income countries do not own mobile phones. Women on average are 14 percent less likely to own a mobile phone than men. This figure is even higher in developing regions including South Asia, where women are 38 percent less likely to own a phone than men.1

• Some 42 percent of women and girls worldwide remain outside the formal financial system.2 In South Asia, only 46 percent of men and women have a bank account. In the Middle East, where the total share of unbanked individuals is as low as 14 percent, the gap between men and women is about 40 percent.3

These gender gaps can be removed. Multiple barriers prevent women from accessing digital financial services: self-bias, prices, and product and service design. But providing women with mobile phones or enabling women to open bank accounts are critical steps towards digital and financial inclusion. Social protection benefits, for example, can be paid directly to women rather than going through the male head of household. However, digital technologies may inadvertently marginalize women,4 and high rates of mobile phone and bank account dormancy5 indicate that education and awareness-raising are also necessary. If parity is achieved in access and use, analysis should focus on patterns of use and how they can be leveraged to promote gender equality and economic opportunity. For example, if the data show that women use social networks more than men,6 projects should be designed to exploit this strength.

Women’s ownership, use of and benefits from assets, including property, are more limited than men’s, even when women’s property rights are guaranteed by law. Achieving women’s economic empowerment requires exploring the complementarities among digital and financial inclusion and asset accumulation and identifying the right combination of awareness raising, literacy, education and mentoring7 needed to equip women with the skills and confidence to use technologies, financial services and assets effectively.8

Evidence points to women’s lack of ownership of both tangible assets and intangible assets. According to the OECD’s Social Institutions and Gender Index, in only 37 percent of the 160 countries on which data were collected do women and men have equal rights to own, use and control land. In more than half the countries, while the law guarantees women and men the same rights to own, use and control land, customary, traditional and religious practices prevent access for women. In 4 percent of these countries women have no legal right to own, use and control land.9 Women’s individual and collective ownership and use of tangible immoveable assets such as real estate (farm land, urban land, housing and buildings) brings far-reaching benefits:

• It gives women security, which leads to empowerment.10

• It allows women to engage in self-employment, especially in farming, but even houses can be productive assets for home-based workers.

• It allows for securitized formal credit.

Women often own fewer moveable assets than men, including livestock, equipment, computers and vehicles, but women tend to own more moveable assets than other types of assets. Tools that facilitate the use of moveable assets as collateral will thus promote gender equality. Few women own intangible assets such as intellectual property (patents, copyrights and trademarks), licenses, computer software or use rights, which tend to be the most valuable forms of assets. Public assets or commons are another form of assets, access to which is essential for women living at the base of the economic pyramid.11

Initiatives for collecting sex-disaggregated data are under way,12 but large data gaps remain. Sex-disaggregated data on digital and financial assets and ownership and access to property are indispensable13 for understanding how interventions and reforms actually reach women and whether women benefit more, less or as much as men from these initiatives.

In addition, to ensure sustainability and women’s empowerment, women must continue to contribute to and benefit from the growth of these sectors as operators, providers, policymakers, programme designers, implementers and evaluators. Gender parity should be as much a goal for women at the base of the pyramid as for women in leadership and decision-making positions in governments and the private sector.14 Digital and financial inclusion must extend to all women, especially those who face other barriers linked to disability, age, mobility status and other discrimination.

GAP ANALYSIS AND PRIORITIES

ADDRESSING DIGITAL FINANCIAL INCLUSION

For many poor and excluded women, women who experience interlinked forms of discrimination15 and women who own small businesses, informal financial inclusion through informal saving groups can be a vital entry point to formal financial services. The village savings and loan associations supported by CARE International fill this financing gap by supplementing the savings activities of village savings and loan associations with financial and business training, development of positive gender attitudes toward women and increased access to the formal financial sector.16 Oxfam’s Saving for Change17 introduced digital financial services to the women members of Saving for Change groups in Senegal, demonstrating that adapted mobile banking services provided along with education and training could lead to almost tripling the amount of savings mobilized while increasing women’s confidence in their ability to repay larger loans. To scale the work of these types of associations, global partnerships for coordinated actions are needed (see annex 2 for further description). There is also increasing evidence that employing women as banking and network agents in their own communities may be especially effective for commercial banks or mobile network operators seeking to expand access to and knowledge about financial services to underserved women.18

New models of digital credit scoring that consider mobile phone transaction history and savings group history, such as from village savings and loans, could help women qualify for accounts and appropriate credit or receive better credit terms.19 Moreover, mobile money/digital financial services are also quickly expanding as viable alternatives to traditional forms of payment for underserved communities.20

In many countries, women first need to obtain national identity cards to be financially included. Since 2014, Master-Card has been working in Nigeria and other African countries to provide women with national identity cards with electronic payment capabilities.21 Recently, MasterCard partnered with UN Women to address the numerous impediments that women face in getting identity cards, such as high cost and lack of transportation and mobile functionality.

Women also need additional financial services, such as life, health and agriculture insurance, which can be administered through mobile channels.22 In India, the Self Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) has created a bank that offers financial services together with education on personal financial management and micro-insurance for women through the self-sustaining insurance cooperative VimoSEWA.23 SEWA also enables networking and access to information for its members through information, communication and technology (ICT) services, such as providing access to market information through mobile phones.24 Similarly, the Government of Tanzania, working with UN Women, started the MALAIKA campaign with Tanzania Women’s Bank and other banks to provide low-income women with both loans and mobile phones to support financial inclusion. MALAIKA’s target is to provide 80 percent of currently unbanked women with a bank account by 2020.

Even though research shows that women are more likely than men to pay back loans, women with a poor credit history or lack of collateral are more likely than men in the same situation to be denied formal credit or to be charged higher interest rates when they do receive a loan.25 The use of psychometric testing to objectively evaluate bank loan applicants is a novel way to circumvent bias against women.26 Easing collateral requirements and allowing for collateral alternatives (such as movable collateral registries)27 are two strategies banks are using to facilitate bank loans for women. Banks such as Enat Bank in Ethiopia offer collateral-free loans or reduced collateral requirements for women.28 Organizations such as Women’s World Banking play a critical role in helping banks and NGO’s reach women by redesigning product, communication and marketing strategies to meet the needs of specific groups of female clientele.29 At the regulation level, adapting “Know Your Customer” methods to women, especially those working in the informal sector, would speed adoption.30

Digital technologies are being used to help women entrepreneurs obtain financing to grow their businesses. Ovamba, an innovative financial services provider, is allowing growth-oriented entrepreneurs to apply for loans using a mobile app and to be pre-approved before revealing their gender.31

New online platforms are also emerging. The UN Women’s Empower Women initiative launched in 2013 already has 1 million users. The online platform is pilot testing the introduction of a Virtual Skills School that will offer an array of online programs, including in financial and digital literacy.32

ADDRESSING PROPERTY ACCESS AND DIGITAL INCLUSION

According to the OECD’s Social Institutions and Gender Index (SIGI), women and men have equal rights to own, use and control land in only 37 percent of 160 countries with data.33 But even when legal rights for women exist, that is often not enough to ensure women’s ownership and use of land. The World Bank’s Women Business and the Law began as a systematic identification of gender differences in the law that affect women’s economic opportunities. The initiative is working with civil society organizations and government partners to highlight how legal reform—such as the removal of discriminatory laws—can improve women’s economic opportunities.

To address the low levels of women’s land ownership, the Government of Tanzania, together with the UK Department for International Development (DFID), is giving land rights to government-owned land with the goal of reaching more than 150,000 women by the end of 2017. In Rwanda, challenging discriminatory practices that make women vulnerable, especially second wives, helped women secure land tenure.34

There is also evidence that women may be at a disadvantage in accessing and refinancing mortgages on their homes. Even though research indicates that women are more reliable than men in paying back mortgage loans,35 women are more likely to be denied mortgages or to be charged higher interest rates than men. Ultimately, these gendered disparities limit women’s opportunities to build wealth and achieve economic security.

For growth-oriented women business owners, WEConnect International offers a platform to build both tangible and intangible assets through business sales, education, registration and certification. Qualified buyers representing over US$1 trillion in annual purchasing power created WEConnect International and its searchable online database to find women suppliers of products and services based in more than 100 countries. While entrepreneurship and equal access to local and global markets are not the only way for women to build assets, they are one of the best ways to get large amounts of cash into the hands of women in a manner that is scalable, replicable, transformative and sustainable. Entrepreneurship is also a clear opportunity for women to build innovative business models that add value and deliver much needed jobs in every country.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR BUILDING ASSETS—DIGITAL, FINANCIAL AND PROPERTY

1. Ensure women’s equal access to digital financial services and equal access to and control over productive resources, including land, labour and capital.

2. Encourage stakeholders to assess how women in the country are progressing along the digital inclusion continuum.

3. Enable women’s voices to shape digital, financial and property products, services and policies.

NEXT STEPS

Actions can be taken to build women’s assets through digital and financial inclusion and asset ownership and use.

ACCELERATING WOMEN’S DIGITAL INCLUSION

• Indicate the current status of women on the digital Inclusion continuum, which starts at basic access and interaction, moves to intermediate use and knowledge of the Internet and productive engagement and then to a full and ongoing shaping of the digital landscape.

• Use this mapping to see where the needs are for access, affordability, awareness and adoption.

• Promote women not only as users but also as developers and digital entrepreneurs in the digital space.

ACCELERATING WOMEN’S FINANCIAL INCLUSION

• Employ local women as banking agents to reach low-income women and women who experience intersectional discrimination and to promote women’s employment in the banking sector.

• Adopt a simplified “Know your customer” method to encourage financial inclusion of women.

• Incentivize the use of digital technology on both the supply and the demand sides through digital payments of taxes or social welfare payments.36

• Promote public–private people partnerships to better understand and design hardware, products and services aligned with women’s lifecycle.

• Mandate the use of digital payments for women’s social protection benefits, such as maternity benefits and child benefits, to enable women to receive the benefits directly, without going through the male head of the household.

ACCELERATING UNDERSTANDING OF WOMEN’S PROPERTY OWNERSHIP AND USE

• Compile country-level data on women’s asset ownership and use based on existing micro-studies to provide an overview and initial insights into the characteristics of women’s asset ownership.

• Develop and collect large-scale sex-disaggregated data on asset ownership and the accumulation of wealth.37

PROGRESS ON COMMITMENTS BY KEY STAKEHOLDERS ON FINANCIAL AND DIGITAL INCLUSION

During the launch of the first report of the High-Level Panel for Women’s Economic Empowerment, five key stakeholders made commitments that specifically mentioned financial and digital inclusion (see annex 3). Some important progress has been made on these commitments (described in more detail in annex 1). Citigroup committed to continuing its financial inclusion agenda and has partnered with Women’s World Banking to support financial inclusion programs for women. Citigroup Foundation has invested more than US$11 million in programs that primarily or exclusively support women’s financial inclusion, employment and livelihoods. In Africa, Ecobank has tailored mobile phone–based programs that have reached 1.83 million underbanked and unbanked individuals, 42 percent of them women. In addition, Ecobank plans to extend its reach to 100 million new customers by 2020. The Cherie Blair Foundation for Women is using technology-based interventions to support women entrepreneurs in developing and emerging economies, focusing on business training, financial literacy and mentoring.

To better understand the digital inclusion of women, Mozilla has convened a working group comprising digital/technology supply side companies including Facebook, Google, Intel and Microsoft and the demand side from countries represented on the High-Level Panel, which include Costa Rica, Malawi, Tanzania, and the United Arab Emirates. Since digital inclusion captures a broad concept, the working group further defined the needs in terms of access, affordability, awareness and adoption. This group continues to work on creating an ecosystem to engage women on the digital continuum. To facilitate women’s access to the Internet, the World Wide Web Foundation highlights good practices and case studies for public Internet access and addresses the need for safety and the accessibility of such spaces for women in the 2016– 17 edition of the Affordability Report.38 Through the Women’s Rights Online network, the World Wide Web Foundation is focusing policymakers’ attention and commitments on digital and data literacy in education and will be leading in-country advocacy efforts using gender digital gap scorecards and national action plans in 10 countries.

ANNEX 1: COMMITMENTS BY KEY STAKEHOLDERS

CITIGROUP

Citigroup continues to work on women’s financial inclusion through its corporate activities and the Citigroup Foundation. Citigroup has partnered with Women’s World Banking affiliates to provide funding and support to run their financial inclusion programs effectively. The Citigroup Foundation has invested more than US$11 million in programs that primarily or exclusively support women’s financial inclusion, employment and livelihoods. In 2016, Citigroup announced a US$2 million investment in eight innovative programs for financial inclusion in India. Four of the programs focus on the financial inclusion of low-income or rural women in Uttar-Pradesh, Kolkata, Karnataka and Mumbai.

ECOBANK

Through its Ecobank Express Account, Ecobank has reached 1.83 million underbanked and unbanked individuals, 42 percent of whom are female customers in Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Ghana, Mozambique, Nigeria, and Sierra Leone. As part of Ecobank’s digital strategy, this financial inclusion project will be extended to 100 million customers by 2020 in all 36 countries where Ecobank operates. In addition, Ecobank has committed to increasing women in executive positions from 35 percent to 50 percent in the next five years.

THE CHERIE BLAIR FOUNDATION FOR WOMEN

The Cherie Blair Foundation is committed to expanding the reach of three digitally based programs that focus on business training, financial literacy and mentoring for women. Together with the Angélica Fuentes Foundation, the Cherie Blair Foundation will develop an enhanced second generation version of the Business Women app. The original app delivered business training via SMS to over 100,000 women in Indonesia, Nigeria and Tanzania. In addition, the Cherie Blair Foundation together with the ExxonMobil Foundation is undertaking a needs assessment in Mexico in order to tailor their existing blended learning tool on financial literacy to women small business owners in urban areas. The Foundation continues to grow its digitally based Mentoring Women in Business Program, which has a global community of over 5,000 mentees and mentors in over 100 countries.

MOZILLA

Mozilla has convened a working group of digital/technology companies, including Facebook, Google, Intel and Microsoft to understand best practices and challenges to the digital inclusion of women. This working group includes members in Costa Rica, Tanzania and the United Arab Emirates; WIEGO and SEWA in India; and the World Bank Group in Malawi to better understand the demand side so as to ensure a vibrant system of women’s digital inclusion. The working group further defined the needs of digital includion in terms of access, affordability, awareness and adoption. This coordinated and collaborative approach has highlighted the need for stakeholders (governments, the public and private sector, NGOs and others) in every country to quantify the participation of women on the digital inclusion continuum. This continuum is a clear way to reflect the progressive nature of the digital landscape and the participation of women at different points on the continuum, to identify the gaps and where to focus action. Once participation is mapped, appropriate solutions can be matched for more engagement with the continuum.

THE WORLD WIDE WEB FOUNDATION

The World Wide Web Foundation has planned a multicountry advocacy campaign addressing four areas of digital inclusion: free public Internet access and affordable devices and data; concrete gender equity targets, backed by adequate budget allocations, in national ICT policies or broadband plans; digital and data literacy for all; and women’s participation online without harassment. The 2016–17 edition of the Affordability Report produced by the Alliance for Affordable Internet will highlight good practices and case studies for public Internet access and will address the safety and accessibility of such spaces for women. In addition, the World Wide Web Foundation is planning gender and ICT policy workshops with governments to assess the readiness of national ICT policies to conduct a nationwide rollout of public access solutions, especially in marginalized communities.

To address the affordability of devices and data, the World Wide Web Foundation continues to submit positions to legislators and regulators on cutting taxes on mobile devices and addressing affordability of data based on the “1 for 2” affordability target (1 gigabyte data bundle costing no more than 2 percent of monthly income). It has submitted an open letter to the Nigerian regulator on cost of data, engaged in advocacy efforts that led to the slashing of tariffs on imported mobile phones in Ghana, testified to the South African Parliament on the un-affordability of data in the country and secured the endorsement of the West Africa Internet Governance Forum and the Government of Nigeria for the “1 for 2” affordability target.39

To maintain support for implementing policies to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals on women and technology, the World Wide Web Foundation developed a Digital Gender Gap Audit Scorecard, with support from UN Women. The scorecard aims to fill the evidence gap in assessing the digital gender divide by bringing together 14 simple indicators in five catagories (see chart) for which reliable empirical evidence exists. Looked at collectively, these indicators can measure country progress toward closing the digital gender divide until national gender and ICT indicators are developed and data are collected regularly to monitor women’s Internet access, use and digital empowerment. In addition, the scorecard is an open source framework that may be further adapted based on indicators and data that are relevant to national and local contexts.

Also, the foundation’s Women’s Rights Online network is focusing policymakers’ attention and commitments on digital and data literacy in education curricula in 10 countries and will be leading in-country advocacy efforts using the gender digital gap scorecards and national action plans. The need to ensure women’s rights to participate in online life without harassment will be highlighted.

The scorecard’s framework
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ANNEX 2: VILLAGE SAVINGS AND LOAN ASSOCIATIONS

CARE International recommends the creation of a global partnership for coordinated action with four main actors to scale up village savings and loan associations and link them to formal financial services to increase their impact on women’s financial inclusion:

1. Formal financial services providers should offer low- or no-cost savings and credit products, offer a digital and field agent platform to overcome supply- and demand-side costs and work with development partners to design products tailored to group needs.

2. Donors can fund the scale up of cost-effective systems that deliver high-quality savings groups and support the coordination and cross-learning of a global partnership.

3. Development partners can ensure that women participate fully in the benefits of access to financial services through financial literacy training and work with the community to tackle restrictive gender attitudes.

4. Governments and central banks can implement policies that support group registration with simpler Know Your Customer methods, support and fund the scale-up of group formation and linkage through their national financial inclusion strategies and ensure supportive bank balance sheet and liquidity measures.

ANNEX 3: NEW COMMITMENTS

During the consultations and discussions for this report, CARE International committed to the following actions:

CARE International is committed to ensuring that 30 million women have greater access to and control over economic resources by 2020. Key to this will be continuing to scale our proven model of village savings and loan associations, which currently reach 14 million members globally: 5.2 million members are directly reached by CARE and the rest by other NGOs that have adopted the village savings and loan associations methodology.
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