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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1.1 INTRODUCTION
Throughout the world, women’s economic participation is highly restricted. This limits the contribution women could 
otherwise make, with negative implications for the global economy. Women’s non- or under-participation is particularly 
stark in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), where women comprise just 20 per cent of permanent workers in the 
formal sector; where their access to and control over economic assets is significantly limited; and where the normative 
environment places a considerable unpaid care burden on women, further hindering their ability to engage in productive 
activities. 

ÉLAN RDC believes that, in order to build inclusive and sustainable economic growth in the DRC, we need to advance 
gender equality. However, while extensive international evidence now exists on the commercial case for women’s full and 
valued economic participation1, no comparable localised data is available for DRC, or more specifically for Kinshasa–
widely considered to be the country’s future growth engine. Without such evidence, convincing businesses in DRC of the 
commercial benefits associated with women’s full and valued economic participation can be difficult. 

1.2 FINDINGS
In this study, ÉLAN RDC seeks to provide this ‘missing evidence’, estimating the potential economic gains achievable by 
addressing women’s non- or under-participation in key sectors of Kinshasa’s economy. The research finds: 

I. Significant commercial gains achievable for Kinshasa-based businesses from increasing & improving  
    women’s participation as senior managers, owners & employees

• All three dimensions of women’s participation2 are positively associated with GDP in Sub-Saharan Africa. However, 
for each dimension of women’s participation, Kinshasa lags behind the levels of African cities at a similar level of 
development. 

• By closing the gap of women’s participation to match the optimal employee gender ratio (50 per cent of full time 
employees), Kinshasa-based businesses could increase annual average sales per labour cost from US$50 to 
US$250, increase annual total sales per worker by from US$65,000 to US$110,000, and increase sales per cost 
of finished products from about US$10 to US$3153 . 

• Having female workers is both productivity- and efficiency-enhancing: the optimal level of female participation 
for realising maximum productivity and efficiency among Kinshasa-based firms stands at 50 and 60-65 per 
cent of total employees, respectively. As overall female participation currently stands at 20 per cent in Kinshasa, 
important productivity and efficiency gains could be realised by increasing female participation. 

• Taken collectively, enhancing female participation on the supply-side could increase business  
revenues in Kinshasa from their current level of US$1.5 to US$2.5 billion4 per annum.

1 Notably: Jonathan Woetzel. J, et al., ‘How advancing women’s equality can add $12 trillion to global growth’ (2015),  McKinsey Global Institute.
2 The World Bank Enterprise Surveys (a key data source for this Study) understands female participation according to three dimensions: female participation in firm ownership; women holding top manager positions;  
   and women working as full-time permanent workers.
3 See ‘Rethinking ‘Women’s Work’ Key Calculations Addendum for detail on how these figures have been modelled out.
4 Ibid.
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5 See ‘Rethinking ‘Women’s Work’ Key Calculations Addendum for detail on how these figures have been modelled out.

II. Significant commercial gains acheivable for Kinshasa-based businesses from targetting an under-served  
     female consumer base

• Underserved female consumers constitute an untapped market opportunity for Kinshasa-based businesses, across a 
range of sectors.

• In the case of mobile money, the potential for mobile network operators (MNOs) to add to their annual bottom line is 
significant, with the possible gains from remittance payments made by female consumers standing at US$15.5 to 
US$21.5 million and potential gains from female-made bill payments standing at US$13 million5.

• Beyond the commercial benefits, increasing women’s access to mobile money could realise important  
empowerment outcomes: from enhancing women’s influence over spending decisions, to reducing women’s time 
burden; to minimising the risk of harassment associated with making physical deposits and transfers. 

III. Kinshasa-based businesses are realising some success in engaging women in the formal sector and there are  
      lessons to be learned on key enablers

• Strong examples of company-led initiatives to adopt gender-inclusive policies and practices are emerging 
among Kinshasa-based firms. These include female mentorship programmes; strategies to build a female talent 
pipeline from school-level up; and flexible working arrangements for new mother employees. 

• Ensuring senior leadership’s buy-in is critical to the success of companies’ gender diversity in-
itiatives and the ability for firms to effectively engage women in their workforce, broader supply chain, and the  
economic returns they can realise from a well-structure engagement. 

• Social-norms play a central role in driving women’s underrepresentation in Kinshasa’s formal sector. 
Women’s disproportionate care burden places a particular constraint on women’s time, restricting the hours 
they are able to be in the office and their ability to network after work. Women are often lacking in confidence 
and may self-exclude from particular roles because of perceptions of what is appropriate for women to ‘do’. 

1.3 RECOMMENDATIONS

So what can we learn from these results? In our conversations with business leaders, 4 key challenges to improving and 
increasing women’s participation were voiced:

1. How can we get more women into leadership positions and build a female talent pipeline?
2. How can we adopt and enforce non-discriminatory policies and cultures (in both recruitment and employment)? 
3. How to can we make our broader supply chain more inclusive of women and source from women-led businesses?
4. How can we target and capture an underserved female client base?

To support Kinshasa-based businesses improve the gender-inclusiveness of their operations – and increase their bottom 
line, we have developed a series of recommendations for overcoming each of the 4 challenges listed above. These include: 

• Establishing an intentional gender-diversity strategy rather than waiting for gender imbalances to ‘self-correct’.  
To be effective, actions need to target all grades (not just senior positions) to create a future pipeline 

• Securing ownership from senior leadership. This must work alongside (rather than in isolation to) effective policies/
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structures. 

• Fostering and supporting female leaders through mentorship and coaching programmes to lift confidence and grow 
networks (proven to be highly effective in the Kinshasa context).

• Considering the gender ratio of supplier companies as part of due diligence when undertaking procurement processes, 
and assessing actual and potential gender-based risks including SGBV and harassment in your broader supply chain. 

• Developing a distinct product design, distribution strategy, and marketing messages when targeting a female consumer 
base. 

The Study forms the centre-piece of an associated cross-sectoral event, entitled Women Drive Growth, taking 
place in Kinshasa on 5 October 2018. We intend for the economic research, industry event, and associated 
activities to initiate a behavioural change process in which large private sector actors in Kinshasa:

1. become aware of women’s existing economic contributions and/or their untapped economic potential (on the 
supply side) and make actionable, public commitments to increase and improve the terms of women’s participation 
within their own workforce/supplier base; and 

2. recognise women as a commercially attractive consumer base (on the demand side) and make actionable, public 
commitments to better design and market products and services that meet women’s needs.
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