
SECTOR OVERVIEW - 
GESI

The lack of consideration and limited understanding of GESI: In a complex operating environment,
gender inclusion doesn’t appear as a priority for many businesses. Because of limited efforts in collecting
data, they often overlook the growth potential of reaching female customers. Although some companies
have good practices in place (e.g., gender-balanced workforce, gender responsive recruitment) they are not
always formalized and embedded in their corporate strategy. The lack of knowledge, engagement and
often-needed technical support to implement/formalize gender inclusive strategies, are the common
challenges encountered by those companies. 
The COVID-19 crisis and its economic impacts: the pandemic has indeed affected many of Élan RDC
partners ‘operations, which have prioritized core activities and focused the companies’ management and
teams’ efforts on running contingency plans. Therefore, undermining progress towards organizational
change projects such as gender inclusion. 

Gender Equality and Social Inclusion (GESI) are cross-cutting priorities for Élan RDC because poor women and,
socially excluded groups like people with disabilities are particularly disadvantaged in accessing and benefiting
from economic opportunities in DRC, although they can represent important business opportunities for the
Congolese private sector.  
 
To that end, the GESI team provides support to Élan RDC partners in the agriculture, energy, finance and cross-
board trade sectors to better understand the benefits of considering women (as employees, producers,
members or clients) and to adopt gender inclusive practices at different level of their organizations. 
 
There were two main challenges to foster GESI considerations among Élan RDC's partners that have been
identified as:
  

Context 
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Strategy 

To improve the perception of Élan RDC partners on the commercial benefits of having inclusive
practices within their business activities, the GESI team used the three following approaches:  

collecting data and sharing market insights, which highlight new or overlooked opportunities; 
encouraging market segmentation to seize opportunities to generate revenues from female customers
segment with a differentiated marketing or products and services catered to their needs; 
empowering women employees and members, by bringing evidence and trainings on the benefits of
building a more inclusive organization/association. 

1.
2.

3.

Following the COVID-19 outbreak, the GESI team also raised partners’ attention on the disproportionate
adverse effects that the crisis may cause to women and, after consultations with other key stakeholders
(professional organizations, women leaders), delivered several capacity building activities to raise awareness
and reinforce GESI knowledge and practical skills among the partners’ operational staff.  



Results 

With Agriculture sector, Élan RDC shared industry insights for boosting women’s participation in agricultural
extension training. We conducted a survey on the roles and responsibilities of women in the Congolese
coffee value chain, and shared the findings with OLAM and SCAK, which show that despite playing a major
role in some key production activities, women are still less likely to participate in agriculture extension
services and other training. Our recommendation was to support the partners in developing training
materials and provide the right conditions to increase women’s participation (i.e. visuals or pictograms for
low-literate women farmers, training hours and location adjustment / their household chores, gender
awareness campaign for their husbands). 
With Access to Finance sector, the GESI awareness workshops have resulted in concrete actions to
incorporate gender considerations. For two of the digital financial providers trained by Élan RDC, Infoset
and Maxicash, the workshops have been followed by the recruitment of female digital ambassadors and
engagement to achieve a more gender-balanced workforce over time. While Maxicash has started
disaggregating its client database, Infoset has moved a step further by applying market segmentation and
setting up sales targets in terms of women customers. For the female-concentrated sectors, the company
has developed differentiated marketing campaigns with female characters to attract more women to adopt
their digital application. 

The results of the evidenced based and commercially driven approach to GESI are paying off. The partners have
been responsive to the GESI support activities and showed an increased interest and engagement with some of
them taking concrete actions or initiating pilot activities. 
 

 
As COVID-19 crisis has disproportionately impacted women businesses, and they are still facing many
challenges to get access to credit, it is essential to sustain GESI awareness activities with financial institutions to
support and increase lending to women entrepreneurs. For that reason, Élan RDC provided capacity building
on GESI to the Fonds d’appui a la microfinance (FPM), which already offers technical assistance to hundreds of
microfinance institutions (MFIs) across DRC. By training FPM’s project managers to provide GESI awareness
workshops to local MFIs, Élan RDC reach will continue to be amplified over time. 

The connection between women’s economic empowerment and access to affordable,
renewable energy products like solar lamps and solar home systems is well documented
and one of the reasons why Élan RDC has supported the renewable energy sector in the
Congo. During this phase of Élan RDC, the programme has tested another way to empower
women, by improving the access to and quality of sales agent jobs in the renewable energy
sector. 

Élan RDC’s work with Altech, a leader in the distribution of clean energy products and
member of ACERD, the Congolese renewable energy industry association, started with a
gender audit of the company. During the gender audit, Élan RDC’s GESI advisor reviewed HR
and sales performance data and spoke with different leaders and sales agents within the
company. 

The audit revealed several challenges experienced by women agents in field operations
which was leading to a higher turnover rate among women agents and fewer women
managers overall. Using the audit findings, Altech together with Élan RDC’s GESI advisor
developed a 3-month pilot starting in February 2021 to address the identified issues in
recruitment and retention of women sales agents. By better targeting recruitment efforts
and providing more preparation and support to women sales agents, Altech expects to
increase sales to women customers and lower training costs associated with high agent turn
over.  

Case study 
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Lessons learnt 

Following the COVID-19 outbreak, and a reprioritization of work from key partners like UN Women and USAID
Strengthening Value Chains programme, Élan RDC had to readjust its GESI strategy away from high level strategic
partnerships to smaller GESI-support activities with existing programme partners. 
 
Another challenge experienced during the programme was to keep GESI as a priority for both Élan RDC staff and the
local business partners in times of crisis. With the pandemic hitting global and local economies and having
disproportionately adverse effects on women, the GESI team ensured that GESI considerations were integrated in the
designing of COVID-19 response interventions and monitored through portfolio implementation phase. This challenge
was addressed by developing capacity building and coaching to reinforce GESI knowledge and practical skills among the
sector teams. The team was also guided to reflect on their practices and challenges to mainstream GESI or engage the
partners on this topic. 
 
At partner level, despite remote work and restrictions on gatherings, relationships were managed successfully with an
increased commitment from Élan RDC’s partners towards GESI along the programme. The focus was to raise awareness
on the benefits of gender inclusion among their staff and to share key sector and market insights to highlight ways to
improve gender inclusive practices within their organizations. Although all webinars showed positive outcomes, one
lesson learnt in providing support to partners is the importance of keeping the in-person session format for some
structures such as cooperatives, where virtual discussions are challenging due to technology/language barriers. 
 
Finally, Élan RDC was also able to enhance learning and collaboration on GESI with cross-programme initiatives (i.e.,
representation roundtable event, research on the impact of role models on the confidence and professional ambition of
young Congolese women in the agriculture, finance and energy sectors). Several publications and learning briefs have
been disseminated through its different communication. 
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The objective of this intervention is to raise the awareness of select partners to recognize the different influential roles
of women. Raising awareness is an important foundational step towards helping businesses invest in developing more
responsive products and services. To achieve this objective, Élan RDC worked with leading coffee/cocoa exporters, Olam
and SCAK, and the cross-border trader associations in Goma and Bukavu. In the coffee/cocoa sector, Élan RDC
conducted research to document the different roles of women and men and shared the findings in a short ‘commercial
insights’ brief with the partners. This brief highlighted the fact that women are responsible for key productivity and
quality related tasks on the farm yet are underrepresented in company training activities. The findings have been
reviewed by the partners and the sector lead worked with them to identify ways to boost women’s participation in
trainings. With the cross-border training associations, Élan RDC first conducted a gender assessment and have shared in
collaboration with the sector lead the results back to association leadership. A follow up workshop was conducted with
the associations to agree on a strategy to integrate key findings. 

Businesses do not invest in developing gender responsive products and services. 

1 Highlighting the importance of women as producers, members,
clients and consumers. 

Key Issues 

The Role of Élan RDC 

The GESI support activities listed above, have provided the partners with valuable insights on their operating
environment and the importance of considering women, and identified specific actions for partners to take to
improve gender considerations in their activities. Follow-up discussions with partners by the GESI and MRM
confirm that partners are adopting and integrating insights into business and association operations. 

Results 

Partners 

Agriculture sector (OLAM and SCAK), Cross-border Trade sector (ACT Goma and ACT Bukavu) 
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Access to Finance sector (Three microfinance institutions: Baobab, Vision Fund, EPD and two digital finance providers:
Infoset and Maxicash), Renewable Energy sector (Altech) 
 

The objective of this intervention which targets financial institutions and businesses with agent networks is to build the
capacity of these institutions and businesses to be more aware of and responsive to the needs of current and
prospective women clients. In some instances, this involves supporting partners to begin to develop an overarching GESI
policy and strategy (e.g., EPD and Altech) and in others, it means supporting partners to improve one product or service
(e.g., Infoset, Maxicash, Vision Fund, Baobab fund). Capacity building workshops were conducted with all financial
institutions’ partners. A gender audit was conducted with Altech in late 2020 and based on the results, a three-month
pilot to improve recruitment, retention practices and reach of female customers was launched. 
 

Financial institutions and businesses with agent networks are not responsive to the needs of current and prospective
women clients despite the fact that they are an important market segment.  
 

Building the capacity of partners to be more responsive to
women clients and consumer needs  

Seven capacity buildings activities were organized between October 2020 and February 2021 and attended by
over 60 participants. With financial institutions, the training of the partners’ management and key operational
departments, have led to concrete gender inclusion actions (disaggregating customers data by gender, recruiting
more female staff). For Altech, the ongoing pilot is expected to improve the retention rate of female staff and
their sales performance, and increase the number of Altech’s female customers. 

2

Key Issues 

The Role of Élan RDC 

Results 

Partners 
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This report was made possible through a collaborative effort between our donor,
government, NGO, and private sector partners. We want to thank Aditi Rajyalaxmi, Team
Leader, Private Sector Development and Investment Team, FCDO, and the rest of the
FCDO team for scoping, inputs, and review. Our appreciation, as well, to Lucine Le Moal,
Team Leader, Élan RDC, for her leadership and guidance across Élan RDC's sectors.
Lastly, our work would not be possible without support from our private sector, NGO,
and government partners. Thank you.

https://www.elanrdc.com/#welcome
https://www.linkedin.com/in/elanrdc
https://twitter.com/ELANRDC
https://twitter.com/ELANRDC
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCZsHqm_JsBb2W4Ir4LoVn3w

