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SUMMARY

Starting a business is challenging—particularly in the agriculture and food sector in a low- or
middle-income country, and particularly for women, who face numerous barriers to starting
and running a firm. Business networks can play an important role in helping women (and
men) navigate these challenges by providing them with access to information, contacts, and
resources. However, they can also themselves be affected by existing gender norms and
biases, potentially even reinforcing them. To understand how to make the work of business
networks (and particularly those that aim to improve nutrition) more gender sensitive, this
paper summarises the literature on women in business networks and related gender equity
issues. The review uncovers numerous advantages to networks, some potential pitfalls, and
certain differences between men and women in terms of network access and use. The paper
then uses the insights emerging from that review to offer recommendations for how to adapt
business network-based programming to better promote gender equity.

KEY MESSAGES

e Networks (formal or informal) convey numerous benefits for businesses, including access
to knowledge, opportunities, and partners; these can be particularly important for women,
who may have difficulty breaking into predominantly male networks.

e However, networks can also work to reinforce gender biases and other social barriers if
care is not taken to make them inclusive and open.

¢ While women generally use business networks in the same way men do (i.e., to develop
skills, access work-related opportunities, or meet others who can help advance their
careers), women tend to place a higher value on skills development, gaining support, and
sharing experiences.

e Accessing networking events, and benefiting from them equally, can be more difficult for
women in some contexts due to limitations on their mobility and time.

e There is debate about the value of female-only versus mixed-gender networks in

supporting women; female-only networks have advantages as well as drawbacks, such as
cutting women off from potentially useful contacts with men.

There are a number of steps that those who convene and support business networks can
take to help their networks become more gender equitable and empowering of women,
including adjusting recruiting and meeting approaches.
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BACKGROUND AND OBJECTIVE

Starting a business is hard anywhere, but it is particularly hard in low- and middle-income
countries (LMICs). With one exception, all low-income countries rank in the bottom half of
countries worldwide on the World Bank’s ‘Ease of Doing Business’ Index, based on scores
assigned across ten topics such as registering property, paying taxes, and enforcing contracts
(1). The same is true for the majority of lower-middle income countries. In Sub-Saharan Africa,
for example, it takes an average of 21.5 days to start a business (versus 9.2 in high-income
OECD countries) and 96 hours to comply with required documentation rules for importing
goods (the OECD equivalent is 3 hours); the average cost of enforcing a contract is 41.6% of
the claim value (twice as much as in high-income OECD countries).

These challenges are exacerbated in the agri-food sector, due to the sector’s perceived high
risk and low return (2). This is unfortunate, as the private sector, and particularly small- and
medium-sized firms, play central roles in food supply chains throughout LMICs (3)—and
therefore are essential for reducing hunger and improving nutrition. The barriers to starting
and running a business in LMICs, in the agri-food sector or otherwise, also tend to be higher
for women due to lower access to financial capital and technology; lower human capital;
restrictions on time use and mobility; and negative social attitudes (4).

One potential resource that can help women (and men) navigate the challenges of starting
and running a food business is a business network. Networks (formal or informal) can connect
members to information, training and other resources, and potential business collaborators
and mentors, thereby potentially improving the quality of their business operations (5-7).
This, in turn, could hypothetically have positive impacts on production quantity and quality. In
the case of agri-food businesses, this could translate into more and better food being
available for population consumption (as well as greater employment and economic growth),
although no specific evidence of such an effect exists.

The realisation of that potential, however, depend on women (and men) having equitable
access to such networks and being able to benefit equitably from their services. Business
networks, just like the firms and people of which they are comprised, are partly shaped by
social norms, roles, and practices—including those related to gender. This means they have
the potential to help increase women'’s empowerment and gender equity but also to
reinforce existing gender gaps and biases within business. Better understanding how gender
influences access to business networks and their resources, and how networks might affect
male and female entrepreneurs differently, is central to steering their design and activities
towards gender-sensitive or gender-transformative approaches (See Box 1 for explanations of
these terms).
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BOX 1. KEY GENDER-RELATED TERMINOLOGY

Gender - A social and cultural construct distinguishing differences in the attributes of men and
women, girls and boys. Gender refers to expectations about the roles, responsibilities,
characteristics, aptitudes, and behaviours of women and men.

Gender equality - The equal rights, responsibilities, and opportunities of women and men, girls
and boys, irrespective of being born male or female (and not implying equal outcomes).

Gender equity - The process of being fair to men and women, boys and girls, and importantly the
equality of outcomes and results.

Gender blind - Not recognising that the roles and responsibilities of men/boys and women/girls
vary and are partially dictated by their specific contexts and backgrounds (8).

Gender sensitive - Programmes and policies that are aware of and work with or around gender
differences (8).

Gender transformative - Programming and policies that work to transform gender relations to
achieve gender equity and other goals to which gender equity is instrumental (8).

This paper thus builds on a prior GAIN paper examining gender equity issues associated with
food system businesses in LMICs (4) to review the literature on women and gender equity
issues in business networks in LMICs. The insights emerging from the review are then used to
offer recommendations for how to adapt business network-based programming to better
promote gender equity." While many of the issues discussed here have resonance across
diverse types of business networks, they are particularly relevant for business networks that
aim to improve food security and nutrition, such as the Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) Business
Network (SBN, see Box 2). Of note, other non-gender factors related to an entrepreneur’s
identity (e.g., age, race, ethnicity, education) also shape their interactions with business
networks; these are not covered here.

The next section summarises the methods used in the review, then the following sections
outline main results, including the role of networks in general, women's interactions in
business networks, and evidence on the potential for women-only networks to support
female entrepreneurs. The penultimate section then offers recommendations for programmes
that aim to support business networks in LMICs, with a particular focus on those related to
the food system.

METHODS

This paper is based on a scoping review. Scoping reviews are useful for mapping existing
areas of research, identifying gaps in the evidence, and summarising research results (9).

1 While GAIN recognises that gender identifies are not necessarily binary, for the purpose of this paper, we choose to focus
specifically on men and women.



GAIN Working Paper n®12

Unlike a systematic review, a scoping does not aim to be fully comprehensive and identify all
studies on a given topic or provide a clear answer to a particular question or a definitive
judgement of the effectiveness of different interventions (10). However, they allow for a
broader scope of topic and range of study types and methodologies than traditional
systematic reviews and are useful when a body of work is heterogeneous or spans multiple
disciplines (11). The method is thus appropriate for the topic examined here, but it must be
noted that the review did not aim to be comprehensive and uncover all work done related to
women in business networks in LMICs but rather to identify the main themes emerging from
that work (9).

Three methods were used to identify relevant work. First, literature was retrieved from
Google Scholar using a series of keyword searches in November 2019 - January 2020. The
first 100 results for each search (ranked by relevance) were reviewed by title for apparent
relevance; relevant abstracts were then screened for inclusion. Second, searches of the
websites of relevant international organisations (International Labour Organisation, SUN
Business Network, UN Women, International Centre for Research on Women, and
International Food Policy Research Institute) were carried out. Third, for each paper identified
as relevant, we reviewed the paper’s reference list and undertook Google Scholar searches
for subsequent papers citing the paper in question. Where these added new or more up-to-
date information (or from a new geography), they were added.

To be included, publications needed to relate to business networks (formal or informal) and
to discuss gender issues, men'’s or women'’s specific experiences, and/or differences between
men and women. All types of studies were eligible for inclusion, with preference given to
those sources that were based on empirical data. There were no date limitations. While there
was a preference for studies from LMICs, most work was drawn from high-income countries
due to limited high-quality information available from LMICs. Overall, the review draws on 44
publications, ten of which are specifically focused on LMICs; 91% were published in the past
20 years and 36% in the past 10 years.

WOMEN IN BUSINESS AND BUSINESS NETWORKS: AN OVERVIEW

BARRIERS TO WOMEN IN BUSINESS IN LMICS

General issues involving women and business are covered in depth in an earlier paper in this
series (4). Here, we summarise these briefly before turning our focus to business networks,
specifically.

Entrepreneurs, including those in the agriculture and food sectors, face considerable
challenges starting and running businesses in LMICs. However, women often face additional
barriers to business entry and growth (12), due both to discriminatory social and cultural
norms and to unequitable institutional structures and policies (13). Women in LMICs tend to
lack access to information, capital (including land and property to use as collateral), and
technology (14,15). They may have more limited financial and management knowledge as
well as poorer basic literacy and numeracy (13,14,16). Women also often face negative social
attitudes, which can be a barrier to engaging in entrepreneurship (17-19). Home
responsibilities and restricted mobility may further complicate their efforts to start and grow a

4
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business (4). Finally, given ingrained norms that place women in a lower social position than
men in most LMICs, women may lack confidence and be hesitant to engage in a professional,
business context (14,20). Business networks can help to navigate some of these challenges.

THE ROLE OF BUSINESS NETWORKS

Networks can be either informal (e.g., family and friends) or formal (e.g., professional
advisors, industry associations); many people are members of both, and the divisions
between the two can be blurred (7). Formal networks can have various different membership
structures. They can include those with specific roles within a specific field (e.g., Human
Resources Managers of technology firms), those working in various different positions within
different firms in the same field (e.g., those working in the agri-food industry), those with
specific roles across fields (e.g., information technology managers), and those with a
particular geographic or other affiliation (e.g., a local business association or an
ethnic/religious business association). Within the food security and nutrition context,
specifically, the Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) Business Network is an example of a formal
network that aims to help build business action to improve nutrition (see Box 2).

The main benefits of business networks for their members include sharing risk; accessing new
markets, technologies, opportunities, and knowledge; gaining partners or suppliers; pooling
complementary skills; accelerating the entry of products to market; and protecting property
rights (5-7). Networks can also provide a form of collective action, allowing a group with
shared interests to access resources or lobby for a common cause. Networks (formal and
informal) can be a useful resource on which to draw when navigating challenge or adversity
(21). Through networks, members can be connected to new organisations, such as the
suppliers and retailers essential to starting a business. Network involvement is seen as
positively associated with business growth and with raising capital (22), as well as with
innovation (23,24). Given the limited resources of small- and medium-sized enterprises to
develop and manage wide and diverse networks of partners (25,26), formal, externally
organised networks can be particularly important to them.

Networks, however, also have drawbacks. When built off of existing relationships and
attributes of social similarity, they can function as gatekeepers to preserve or even reinforce
gender biases (such as stereotypes associated with a given gender) and other social barriers
(27-29). Reliance on social capital and networks to advance business interests can thus
reproduce the exclusion of those who are already socially marginalised and may lack access
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to such resources (27). When designing formal networks, it is thus essential to make them
inclusive and open—while still remaining relevant to their members.

WOMEN IN BUSINESS NETWORKS

BOX 2. THE SUN BUSINESS NETWORK

In 2010, the Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) Movement was launched to support national leadership
and collective action to scale up efforts to end malnutrition worldwide. The SUN movement is
active in over 61 member countries worldwide, supported by four global networks: the United
Nations, Civil Society, Donor, and Business Networks. The SUN Business Network (SBN) is
convened by GAIN and the United Nations’ World Food Programme and further supported by an
Advisory Group comprised of senior business leaders. SBN aims to reduce malnutrition in all its
forms by mobilising business to invest and innovate in responsible, sustainable, and nutrition-
supporting actions and operations. To do this SBN provides a neutral platform to broker
partnerships and collaboration between business and other actors at national, regional, and global
levels to support SUN Country plans.

As of December 2019, SBN was active in 14 countries, with an additional 27 country networks in
development, as well as a global network. Most country-network members are local small- and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), whereas those in the global network are mostly larger,
multinational firms. At the national level, SBN holds meetings and events that bring together
businesses, sometimes with government and other SUN networks, to mobilise business support for
improving nutrition. It assesses the technical, financial, and other business support services that its
business members need in order to act and invest in nutrition and facilitates links and partnerships
with service providers to meet these needs. SBN runs pitch competitions to surface and support
innovative business ideas related to nutrition and forges strategic partnerships with other business
associations to further its goals. SBN encourages businesses to adopt responsible business
practices, improve the nutritional content of their products, and make other commitments to
improve nutrition. Finally, SBN advocates for an enabling environment that incentivises responsible
business actions and investments.

At the global level, SBN acts as a focal point for engaging international businesses in nutrition
actions, such as making commitments to improve the nutrition of their workforces, and fosters
partnerships between investors and multinational companies to provide finance or technical
assistance.

While women generally use networks in the same way men do (i.e., to develop skills, access
work-related opportunities, or meet others who can help advance their careers), there can be
some differences. Women tend to place a higher value on learning and skills development,
gaining support, and sharing experiences (7,22). Networks can be of particular value to
women as a source of entrepreneurial know-how, which may not have been fostered in them
by the education system and society to the same extent it was in men (due to social biases
about who ‘should’ be an entrepreneur). Networks' role as a social outlet and in providing
inspiration and support through difficult times can also be especially important for women
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(21,22). However, many women (particularly senior managers) use networks primarily for
business reasons, not social ones (7).

Women also have different access to networks than men. First, informal networks are often
based around homophily (the tendency to associate with people who are similar, including
with regard to gender) (30). Women tend to have ties to women in both social and work
environments (22); in settings where women have less access to knowledge and other
resources (e.g., financing, training, property, or equipment), this can be a disadvantage in
starting or growing a business. However, women's tight social networks of other women can
also provide advantages, such a strong mutual support systems (21).

Women's networks tend to be more geographically narrow, smaller, and more based on
friends and family (thus comprised of stronger, closer contacts), whereas men’s networks tend
to be more formal and have a wider range of high-status and influential contacts as well as
people they do not know well (28,31-34). These ‘weak ties’ offer diversity of information and
resources and are thus more likely to bring new information useful to a business. Indeed, it
has been shown that network heterogeneity can increase the likelihood of starting a business
because it broadens the information and resources to which one has access (35). However,
some argue that women'’s networks tend to be more heterogeneous than those of men. This
is because women’s business activities are more likely to be connected to other parts of life
(31), because the limited number of women in business makes it impractical to form women-
only networks (36), or because women more actively seek out men as network ties (7).
Indeed, the answer to whether women’s and men'’s networks differ in structure varies widely
by context (37).

Second, women can have difficulty breaking into predominantly male networks to gain access
to information and resources (7,38). Due to men'’s often higher social status and more senior
roles within business, they may be advantaged in terms of the social and professional
interactions that precede network ties (31). Men, as the dominant group within business, may
want to maintain this dominance by excluding women (7). In addition, one’s work history and
existing social and professional ties help dictate how useful one may be perceived as a
potential network member (31); women (who, due to gender biases, may have more limited
work histories or fewer high-value ties) may be seen as less ‘desirable’ network members.
Formal professional networks with open or transparent criteria-based membership may thus
be particularly important to women to complement their narrower yet tighter informal
networks (22).
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Figure 1. Attendees at an SBN-organised meeting in Nigeria, 2019

Third, accessing networking events and forums can be more difficult for women. Women are
more likely to run home-based businesses, which can limit interactions with external
resources (31). Women also often face larger burdens of unpaid domestic or social work (e.g.,
caring for children or elders); this may give them less time and schedule flexibility to engage
in business network events and less formal professional socialising (14,16,28,39). Limitations
in mobility (either due to social norms, home obligations, or poorer access to transport) can
also pose barriers. Locally based networks can thus be particularly important for female
entrepreneurs (39,40).

Even after joining a network, women may not benefit as much from membership as men if
they are not seen as ‘legitimate’ members, have lower status than others (and thus are
perceived as being less likely to reciprocate favours), and have not built up sufficient trust
among other members (32,40). The potential of business networks to empower women
depends on women being able to effectively participate, to access resources and acquire
skills, and to take on leadership roles. The empowering potential may be constrained by
gender inequalities, including institutional constraints, social perceptions of women, and
expectations of gender roles (41). Certain events organised by business networks, such as
pitch competitions, may have specific gender-related barriers associated with attendance
(see Box 3).
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BOX 3. WOMEN AND BUSINESS PITCH COMPETITIONS

While business pitch competitions (BPCs) are not a core component of business networks, some
formal networks organise them for their members and others. Participation in BPCs can be
important for obtaining financing or other support and can increase confidence and self-efficacy
of the successful entrepreneur; some research has suggested that this benefit is larger for women
than for men (42). However, BPCs are not without potential gender equity pitfalls.

A successful pitch relies on not only a fundamentally solid business plan but also on the
entrepreneur’s ability to communicate a vision and the evaluators’ judgment of him or her as a
‘successful entrepreneur’ (43). These impressions may be influenced by gender and related
expectations (44). In many countries, gender stereotypes position entrepreneurship as a
'masculine’ activity (44,45). Most entrepreneurial role models are men, a stereotype generally
furthered by media coverage, and male-owned businesses tend to be more associated with
investor-desired qualities such as rapid growth and innovation (44). Female entrepreneurs may
thus be disadvantaged in BPCs because they do not conform to judges’ expectations of a
successful entrepreneur.

In addition, being assertive, competitive, dominant, and independent is typically associated with
men whereas being nurturing, helpful, kind, and community-minded is associated with women
(44). These norms are fostered in boys and girls, respectively, from a young age (46). The former
set of characteristics also tends to be associated with successful business leaders—and with
success in competitions. Such stereotypes can influence the way observers judge men and
women in BPCs by (often unconsciously) comparing them to how they ‘should’ be. Experimental
research in the United States has shown potential investors to prefer pitches presented by men
over those presented by women, even when the content is identical (45). However, other studies
suggest that it is not being a woman but rather displaying ‘feminine’ characteristics (e.g., warmth,
emotiveness) that is punished in pitches—regardless of whether these traits are displayed by men
or by women (47). Encouraging women to behave against gender stereotypes, such as by being
very assertive, is not a clear solution, as they may be (consciously or unconsciously) judged
negatively for violating gender norms (47). Indeed women who violate gender stereotypes in their
work behaviour are often evaluated poorly by colleagues (48).

In some cultural settings, norms associated with women and public speaking and/or competition
may discourage women from participation (in addition to barriers related to time availability and
mobility). In addition, men tend to be both more competitive and more confident in their own
abilities than women (46), making them more likely to enter competitions in general. The
expectation that entrepreneurs are men may operate on women would-be pitchers, as well,
making them less likely to participate, as they do not picture themselves as the expected winner.
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WOMEN-ONLY NETWORKS

There is some debate about the value of female-only versus mixed-gender networks in
supporting women. Some have argued that female-only networks can play an important role,
particularly in the early stages of a business or when social norms against women in business
are strong and role models are needed. Women interviewed for a study in Pakistan, for
example, felt that social norms about gender severely constrained their ability to engage in
entrepreneurship and requested stronger business forums for women, as existing options had
limited reach and poor-quality services (13). Businesswomen have reported several benefits
to all-women’s networks, including overcoming isolation, making contact with more
experienced women in the same sector, and providing a sense of identity (49). Having access
to women who are successful business owners and can act as role models and mentors can
encourage other women to engage in entrepreneurship (50). Official women's enterprise
associations at the national or sectoral level can also be a very powerful voice in representing
women entrepreneurs in national advocacy processes (16).

However, gender-specific networks can cut women off from useful information held by men
(32)—again, particularly in settings where men enjoy greater access to information and other
resources. In settings with current or recent gender discrimination, men may be more
valuable network ties than women, as they are more likely to occupy important positions
within a firm (31). This can be especially true for more senior women, such as firm owners,
who may seek higher-status ties through diverse networks (7,32). Women entrepreneurs may
also particularly value men as a source of practical business advice, likely due to perceived
greater experience or legitimacy (51). Indeed, some researchers have found that, even if
female entrepreneurs rely more heavily on other women, family, and friends in the early
stages of a business, they later widen their networks to include both men and women and,
eventually, shift toward more male-oriented networks (52). Some argue that women-only
networks can be discriminatory or divisive—more likely to be a concern in settings where
there is not already strict gendering of daily life—or can distract focus from targeting broader
concerns, such as discriminatory policies (49).

CAVEATS

Before passing on to recommendations, several caveats to this review must be noted. First,
the vast majority of research on women in business networks has focused on high-income
countries, primarily in Europe or the United States, with very little evidence from diverse
LMIC contexts. Norms around gender, work, and entrepreneurship are varied and fast
changing, making it particularly difficult to make judgements based on research from an
earlier time or a different geography. There is thus a need for additional research on the issue
with a focus on LMICs and across varied settings. There is also a need for more research
focusing on food system firms, specifically, to understand how the benefits and drawbacks of
networks, and how women and men interact with them, may differ between the food sector
and other sectors: due to a lack of specific evidence on networks within the food sector, this
paper has focused on information related to business networks in general, drawing from that
lessons for food system firms. There is also a need for work that better differentiates among

10
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different types of firms—in particular, micro-enterprises as opposed to small and medium-
sized ones. Needs for and benefits from networks are likely to vary considerably by firm size
and/or growth stage, but most research on the topic does not distinguish by these factors (in
addition to gender).

Second, it is important to note that many barriers to engaging in entrepreneurship and
business in LMICs are faced by men as well as women—even if some may be higher for
women than for men. Women may also face unique opportunities as a result of their gender,
and many do not see their gender as having any relationship to their business success. It is
thus important to avoid over-emphasising the importance of gender-related factors, based
on a thorough understanding of their importance within a given context and how female
entrepreneurs themselves view the subject. Women entrepreneurs in LMICs are also not a
homogenous group, and the opportunities and constraints they face vary widely. Finally,
gender is only one component of identity, and women (and men) may be further advantaged
or disadvantaged in terms of business networks based on their non-gender characteristics,
such as rural residence or ethnicity (14).

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the results of this reviewed literature, a number of recommendations were made for
how to better integrate gender equity into the work of business networks and alliances that
work to improve nutrition and food systems—such as the SBN (Box 2) and GAIN's Post-
Harvest Loss Alliance for Nutrition (53).

CONVENINGS, TRAININGS, EVENTS

When planning events and meetings, it is important to assess female network members’
needs and preferences for timing and location—considering family responsibilities, mobility
limitations, and similar—and for format, such as a preference for small versus large group
events, or for mentoring versus networking. Ideally, this assessment should cover non-
members or non-attending women members, as well, to understand barriers to participation.
This information can be used to adapt events to meet their needs. Conveners can also host
women-specific networking and experience-sharing events for members. They could consider
providing members with mentoring and training for broader skills (e.g., public
communication), not just those specifically related to nutrition or business, as women may
have less background and/or confidence than men in these areas. Finally, gender equity
training can be included for all members, both men and women, within meetings and events.

BUSINESS PITCH COMPETITIONS

To make business pitch competitions, in particular, more gender equitable, pitch competition
organisers can: (1) disseminate opportunities through women’s organisations; (2) avoid
single-gender judging panels; and (3) use women'’s participation within the business (e.g.,
women in leadership, a high percentage of women employees) or having a workplace gender
equity policy as part of the competition’s shortlisting or prioritisation criteria.

1M1
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PARTNERSHIPS, ADVOCACY, AND SUPPORTING SERVICES

Where networks work to lobby governments for a better enabling environment for business,
they can promote policies that support gender equity (e.g., paid maternity and paternity
leave, government-sponsored childcare, and workplace breastfeeding support legislation).
Business networks can partner with women's business associations, women'’s chambers of
commerce, and similar organisations for events and to expand membership. If they connect
their members with service providers, mentors, or trainers, network conveners can work to
ensure that the pool from which those resource people is drawn contains a diverse set of
women.

NETWORK OVERSIGHT

To support this work, conveners should train their own staff on gender equity. They should
also collect data on the gender of their members (women in leadership and employed), track
event attendance by gender, and assess whether leadership roles in the network and
speaking time at events are gender equitable. Finally, conveners should ensure that the
network’s media materials (e.g., training materials, brochures) include examples of both
women and men filling diverse business roles.

CONCLUSION

This paper has attempted to bring a lens of gender equity to examine business networks for
nutrition and food. It did so based on a summary of the literature on women in business
networks in LMICs, which showed them to have numerous benefits for entrepreneurs,
including women—but also potential pitfalls related to gender norms, roles, and stereotypes.
These insights were then used to form recommendations for making the work of such
networks more gender sensitive. Collectively, the recommendations offered should help
organisations that convene networks ensure their work is more gender equitable and
empowering of women.

Broadening the reach and impact of business networks for nutrition will not only help support
gender equity—it can also help to achieve the broader goal of galvanising a range of diverse
actors to take on the challenge of bringing an end to malnutrition in all its forms.

12
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