
FINANCING   
TO  

SUPPORT  
WOMEN IN THE  
AGRICULTURAL  

SECTOR



© INTERNATIONAL FINANCE CORPORATION 2015. 
All rights reserved.

2121 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W. 
Washington, D.C. 20433 www.ifc.org 

The material in this work is copyrighted. Copying and/or transmitting portions 
or all of this work without permission may be a violation of applicable law. IFC 
encourages dissemination of its work and will normally grant permission to repro-
duce portions of the work promptly, and when the reproduction is for educational 
and non-commercial purposes, without a fee, subject to such attributions and 
notices as we may reasonably require. 

IFC does not guarantee the accuracy, reliability, or completeness of the content 
included in this work, or for the conclusions or judgments described herein, and 
accepts no responsibility or liability for  any omissions or errors (including, without 
limitation, typographical errors, and technical errors) in the content whatsoever 
or for reliance thereon. The boundaries, colors, denominations, and other infor-
mation shown on any map in this work do not imply any judgment on the part of 
The World Bank concerning the legal status of any territory or the endorsement 
or acceptance of such boundaries.  The findings, interpretations, and conclusions 
expressed in this volume do not necessarily reflect the views of the Executive Di-
rectors of The World Bank or the governments they represent.

The contents of this work are intended for general informational purposes only 
and are not intended to constitute legal, securities, or investment advice, an opin-
ion regarding the appropriateness of any investment, or a solicitation of any type. 
IFC or its affiliates may have an investment in, provide other advice or services 
to, or otherwise have a financial interest in, certain of the companies and parties 
(including those named herein).

All other queries on rights and licenses, including subsidiary rights, should be 
addressed to IFC’s Corporate Relations Department, 2121 Pennsylvania Avenue, 
N.W., Washington, D.C. 20433.

International Finance Corporation is an international organization established by 
Articles of Agreement among its member countries, and a member of the World 
Bank Group. All names, logos, and trademarks are the property of IFC and you 
may not use any of such materials for any purpose without the express written 
consent of IFC. Additionally, “International Finance Corporation” and “IFC” are 
registered trademarks of IFC and are protected under international law.

Cover photo: World Bank Photo Library



TABLE 
OF CONTENTS

Acknowledgements .................................................... iii

Acronyms ...................................................................... iii

Executive Summary  ..................................................... v

Financing  to Support Women in the  
Agricultural Sector ........................................................1

Introduction ........................................................... 2

The Role of Women in Agriculture ..................... 3

The Gender Asset Gap in Rural Areas ................ 4

Providing Finance for Women in Agriculture ... 7

Market Research to Understand Client  
Needs ....................................................................... 9

Offer the Right Products and Services  
Based on Market Research ................................. 10

Embed a Gender Lens into Implementation 
Strategies .............................................................. 13

Concluding Remarks ........................................... 17

Annex 1 ......................................................................... 19

References ............................................................22

Boxes

Box 1: Gender Roles in Agriculture: Some Study 
Findings from Afghanistan and Kenya ............... 5

Box 2: A Soap Opera Encourages Women to  
Save ........................................................................ 15

Tables

Table 1: Women’s Role in Agriculture- 
Dependent Households ........................................ 4

Table 2: Factors for the Successful  
Introduction of Agricultural Finance ............... 19

Table 3: Differences between General  
Agrifinance and Agrifinance Targeting  
Women Farmers ...................................................20

Table 4: Quotes from Financial Institutions ... 21





iiiiii

List of  
Abbreviations

DFID Department for International 
Development (UK)

FAO Food and Agriculture 
Organization

FOMIN Multilateral Investment Fund

GIZ German Agency for 
International Cooperation

ICT Information and 
communications technology

IDB Interamerican Development  
 Bank

IFAD International Fund for   
 Agricultural Development

IFC International Finance 
Corporation

IFPRI International Food Policy 
Research Institute

ILO International Labour 
Organization

IRLI International Livestock 
Research Institute

MFI Microfinance institutions

MIS Management Information 
System

NGO Non-governmental 
organization

POS Point of sale

UN United Nations

USAID United States Agency for 
International Development

Acknowledgments

This paper is prepared for the G20 Global Partnership 

for Financial Inclusion (GPFI) and was presented at a 

Roundtable on Innovations in Agricultural Finance in 

Antalya, Turkey in September 2015 as part of the G20 

GPFI SME subgroup meetings.  An earlier version of this 

paper had been presented at the Financial Inclusion 

Support Framework (FISF), Workshop on Financial 

Inclusion for Agriculture Dependent Households, held 

on June 23-24, 2015, in The Hague, Netherlands, for 

inputs and discussion.  

The paper was prepared by Panos Varangis, Global 

Lead, Agricultural Finance and Agricultural Insurance, 

Finance & Markets Global Practice, The World Bank 

Group. Significant inputs and comments in the drafting 

of this paper were received from Mary Ellen Iskenderian, 

Anna Gincherman and Karen Miller from the Women’s 

World Banking, staff from MFW4A, Nomsa Daniels 

from New Faces New Voices (NFNV), Roland Gross 

and Joscha Albert from the Deutsche Gesellschaft 

für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ), Sanna-Liisa 

Taivalmaa, Azeb Fissha Mekonnen and Eija Pehu from  

the Global Practice of Food and Agriculture at the 

World Bank, and Heather Kipnis and Henriette Kolb 

from International Finance Corporation (IFC) Gender 

Secretariat. In particular, the use of various material and 

experiences from Women’s World Banking significant 

contributed to the content of this paper.    

- SME FINANCE FORUM  •  F INANCING TO SUPPORT WOMEN IN THE AGRICULTURAL SECTOR - 





- SME FINANCE FORUM  •  F INANCING TO SUPPORT WOMEN IN THE AGRICULTURAL SECTOR - 

v

Executive Summary

Providing financing to agriculture is challenging for both 

male and female farmers, however women face some 

unique challenges. These challenges relate to the role of 

women in the household which often restricts their control 

over assets and constrains their available time for productive 

activities. Their role in the household is often invisible, par-

ticularly when it comes to their economic and financial con-

tributions. As such, women have lower access to economic 

and financial services. These unique challenges make access 

to finance a much bigger challenge for women compared to 

men in the agricultural sector. 

 

This paper reviews the existing literature and summariz-

es the key issues and challenges regarding the access of 

women to financial services in the agricultural sector. The 

paper demonstrates that there is a business case to be made 

for closing the financing gap between men and women in 

agriculture. It highlights some examples of various private 

and public initiatives that aim to achieve greater economic 

growth in agriculture by closing this gap.

Comparing various experiences across a number of insti-

tutions that serve female  clients in the agricultural sector 

shows that the same areas and issues that make an insti-

tution successful in serving agricultural clients overall also 

make this institution successful in serving female clients in 

agriculture.  Although this is a pre-condition, it is not the only 

one.  In addition, for an institution to develop capabilities in 

serving agricultural clients, it needs to identify what the role 

and contributions of women are in agricultural households.  

Further the institution needs to adapt this understanding 

to products, services and delivery channels accordingly. It 

needs to apply a “gender lens” and see within an agricultural 

household. It needs to learn how women contribute since 

their role often tends to be underestimated, even in their 

own estimation.  

Understanding the roles and contributions of women in an 

agricultural household would facilitate an improved risk as-

sessment of the whole household.  It would also present 

new opportunities to offer financial services to female clients 

to grow their business and purchase additional products for 

their households, such as establishing savings accounts, 

buying insurance products and pension annuities, among 

others. Adding women as clients requires senior manage-

ment and shareholder prioritization, a targeted allocation of 

resources, training, planning, data/metrics and patience in 

growing this long-run profitable business sub-segment. In 

addition, it requires that financial institutions perceive wom-

en as valuable and profitable clients. In this context, it is im-

portant for these institutions to fully understand women’s 

needs and preferences—and to strategically target them.   

Despite the challenges presented in this paper and various 

solutions being implemented, the potential to achieve great-

er economic growth by closing the financing gap for women 

in agriculture is very significant. Closing this gap requires a 

call to action by policy makers, the private sector, and civil 

society to prioritize, advocate, and devise solutions for re-

ducing and eventually closing the gender gap in access to 

finance in the agricultural sector. 

Financial institutions alone cannot provide the solution. 

Indeed, governments and policymakers can influence the 

establishment of an investment climate favorable to rural 

women. Public-private cooperation is also necessary to es-

tablish an enabling environment to address the human and 

social capital needs of women.
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Introduction 

Numerous studies have presented evidence of the chal-

lenges in providing financial services to agricultural and rural 

households in developing countries. These challenges in-

clude: the high cost  of servicing clients in low population 

density rural areas; the systemic risks in agricultural produc-

tion (for example, weather, price); the lack of information to 

assess credit risk for smallholder farmers; the lack of farmer 

organizations; gender bias within institutions and societies; 

and limited acceptable collateral.  

Although both men and women encounter these challenges 

in the agricultural sector, women face some unique chal-

lenges. For instance, on average, they often have lower lev-

els of skills, literacy and education, as well as limited control 

over productive assets. Their role in the household is often 

invisible, particularly when it comes to their economic and 

financial contributions. As such, women have lower access 

to economic services (for example, extension services, la-

bor saving technologies). Further, because of gender-biased 

institutional norms, women have limited participation and 

access to rural organizations, such as farmer and producer 

organizations and water usage associations. Such organiza-

tions often require land ownership as an eligibility condition 

for membership. These unique challenges make access to 

finance a much bigger challenge for women compared to 

men.  

This paper reviews the existing literature and summarizes the 

key issues and challenges regarding the access of women 

to financial services in the agriculture sector. Whereas more 

of the existing literature refers to credit, some parts of the 

literature emphasize the need for other financial services, 

such as savings, payment systems, remittances, insurance, 

and so on.  

The paper demonstrates that there is a business  case 

to be made for closing the financing gap between  

men and women in agriculture. It highlights some examples 

of various private and public initiatives that aim to achieve 

greater economic growth in agriculture by closing this gap. 

Closing this gap requires a call to action by policy makers, 

the private sector, and civil society to prioritize, advocate, 

and devise solutions for reducing and eventually closing 

the gender gap in agriculture. Before presenting the issues 

regarding access to finance, it will be important to set the 

stage by outlining the role of women in agriculture and the 

gender asset gap between men and women in rural areas. It 

is important to consider these two components before iden-

tifying solutions for improving access to finance for women 

in agriculture.
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The Role of Women  
in Agriculture

To date, there has been considerable work done in pre-

senting and analyzing gender issues in agriculture. Recent 

publications by the International Food Policy Research In-

stitute (IFPRI), the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), 

The World Bank, Women’s World Banking, Root Capital, the  

United States Agency for International Development (USAID), 

the German Agency for International Cooperation (GIZ), the 

United Kingdom’s Department for International Develop-

ment (DFID), among others, have shown the important role 

that women play in the agricultural sector,  but highlighting 

also their unequal access and control, relative to men, to 

productive resources, assets and opportunities. 1  

Women’s World Banking has characterized women’s contri-

butions in agriculture as often invisible, despite women ful-

filling a wide range of roles within the household, from doing 

housework, taking care of the children, working alongside 

their male counterparts in farming, and supplementing 

family incomes with side activities (on and off of the farm). 

Women in agriculture-dependent households are responsi-

ble for nutrition, health, education, income generation, child 

rearing and caring for the family elders.  In rural areas, this 

situation is aggravated by poor or limited basic infrastructure 

that could facilitate access to financial and produce markets.

Women’s workload and lack of time is often a limiting fac-

tor for their full participation in work other than housework 

activities. It also affects their ability to start or expand a busi-

ness and request financing. In addition, it is important to 

consider the intra-household dynamics.  Sometimes wom-

en’s improved income or financial independence could gen-

erate some tension within families, which could be mitigated 

1. According to FAO statistics, women account for 43 percent of the agricultural labor force in developing countries, although in some countries, they 
account for more than 50 percent,  among them, Bangladesh, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, China, Mozambique, Nepal, Nigeria, and Zambia.  

2. In Zambia for example, private sector companies provided family counseling to  help men understand the benefits of women’s income through  
employment or contract farming.  

by encouraging an open dialogue between men and wom-

en in the family2. An open dialogue can also contribute to 

raising issues of more balanced contribution between men 

and women in housework that may free time for women to 

engage in other activities.  

Table 1 summarizes the variation in the roles that women 

play in agriculture stemming from a more passive role of 

contributing mostly in terms of housework and some sub-

sistence farming, to being a collaborator (but likely not an 

equal one) in the family farm, to one that is in full control 

in the running and management of the farm. In addition to 

the housework and collaborating in the main activity of the 

family farm, women are often involved in additional activities 

that can add up to potentially significant contributions to the 

family income. For example, women often have a patch of 

land where they grow and sell vegetables and spices, pre-

pare and sell some foods (jams, cheese, yogurt), and tend 

their own livestock (chickens for eggs, goats/sheep for milk 

and cheese).  In addition, they sell handicrafts to local mar-

kets, work in adjacent farms, or have a small convenience 

shop in the village.   

What studies have found is a disconnect between the eco-

nomic and financial contributions of women to the house-

hold and their perceived role (Women’s World Banking Re-

port 2014). Even these same women underestimate how 

much they contribute and have difficulty seeing themselves 

as entrepreneurs. This is also reinforced by certain cultural as-

pects and norms that create disincentives for women in rural  

areas to engage in entrepreneurial activities (see Box 1).  Both 

men and women often view the role of women in agricultur-

al-dependent households primarily in terms of housework 

and helping the male farmer.  

However, anecdotal evidence and research findings by 

the World Bank and the FAO, among others, have shown 

that women often contribute a significant amount of  
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incomes to their households. For instance, there is the 

case of a couple in Latin America where the husband 

raised the cattle and the wife sold cheese and eggs. The 

main revenue was thought to be from the husband’s cat-

tle, but after assessing the household, it was discovered 

that the small but frequent sales of cheese and eggs ac-

tually comprised 61 percent of the household income. 

   

Financial institutions that apply the usual assessment of bor-

rowers (such as those done in urban areas for small busi-

nesses) often can miss the financial contributions of women 

in agricultural household production. A better understanding 

of the role of women in rural households and exactly how 

these women contribute to the household income would 

enable financial institutions to better identify financial needs 

and products to offer, as well as, better assess the creditwor-

thiness of the particular household.  In addition, understand-

ing that women  lack time will enable financial institutions 

to explore alternative delivery channels to provide financial 

services that do not require women spending a lot of time 

accessing them.  

In addition, the literature points out that women’s financial 

needs go beyond credit. Savings play a very important role in 

women’s empowerment and welfare improvement. Product 

design, outreach and delivery — and in particular flexibility, 

convenience and confidentiality in savings as in the other 

products — are key for product uptake. 

Insurance is an important mitigating tool for women.  Wom-

en also purchase insurance for themselves as well as other 

members of their household, although the literature review 

indicated that not much is known about how women ben-

efit from micro-insurance in terms of household risk man-

agement. Regarding remittances, women are important 

recipients, senders and managers of remittances. Technolo-

gy- facilitated remittances reduce the risk of theft and even 

increase privacy for women.  Further, the use of mobile pay-

ment and mobile banking systems are also very relevant for 

women clients. These channels help to reduce transaction 

costs by making transactions faster and more quickly acces-

sible to women clients.     

Table 1: Women’s Role in Agriculture Dependent         
Households

Contributor

•  Focuses mostly on housework, caring for the  
family and children, and involved in some  
subsistence farming.

•  Unsure on how to start and run a commercial  
activity, less educated, very little time devoted to  
commercial activities, if at all.

•  Has little mobility and no decision making or  
control over  the use of household resources  
and assets.

Collaborator

•  The farm is jointly managed, and most of the  
woman’s work is related to work on the farm.  
However, women are also still taking care of  
housework and family activities.

•  Participates in decisions around farm activities, use of 
resources and assets.

•  May have a small side business (could be within the 
farm) where she has a bigger/main role.

•  Interested in growing her business, but sees it too 
small to be bankable.

•  Has limited mobility.

Sole or Main Proprietor

•  Has  her own income-generating business in  
agriculture, which she manages and controls.

•  Provides input into family financial decisions and asset 
usage.

•  Wants to invest more and grow the family business 
and assets.

Source: Adapted from Women’s World Banking Report (2014).
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3. See UN (2014).  The report also states that only 10 percent of women in rural areas own the land that they cultivate in North Africa, 
West and Central Africa and the Middle East. 

The Gender Asset Gap 
in Rural Areas

Recent work by IFPRI and the International Livestock Re-

search Institute (IRLI) has identified the importance of assets 

as key to both accumulating wealth and reducing poverty, as 

well as managing risks. (IFPRI and ILRI 2013).  Their research 

shows both commonality and variation in men’s and wom-

en’s assets. Whereas the type and number of assets held 

together and individually varies from country to country, it 

was found that men typically have more control over higher 

value and larger assets compared to women. For instance, 

women typically own and control lower value assets, such 

as small livestock animals.   

According to a United Nations (UN) study, barely 20 percent 

of rural women are owners of a piece of land that they cul-

tivate.3  Results from projects in the field suggest that wom-

en’s ownership of land and decision-making ability about its 

use affects the adoption of new agricultural varieties and im-

proved practices.  It also impacts their ability to control the 

income from the home vegetable plots or from small ani-

mals (for example, from chickens, goats).  In another project, 

the women’s participation in a dairy value chain increased 

significantly by locating collection points closer to produc-

tion points, thereby addressing the limited mobility and scar-

city of time faced by women dairy producers.

The gap between men and women regarding ownership and 

control of physical assets also influences women’s ability to 

access finance. For example, banks typically look for tradi-

tional fixed assets, such as land and building ownership to 

pledge as collateral. In the minority of cases where women 

do control land or buildings, they may be reluctant to pledge 

them as collateral toward a loan to grow their business. If 

there are problems with the loan, they fear they may lose the 

land and not be able to protect their asset—and their family’s 

Box 1: Gender Roles in Agriculture:  
Some Study Findings from Afghanistan and  
Kenya Afghanistan

Findings from a study into gender issues in the 
agricultural value chain (grapes/raisins, almonds and 
saffron) in Afghanistan (World Bank 2011) indicate that 
women in rural areas have few or no incentives to 
increase their productivity within agriculture Indeed, 
their agricultural labor is typically unremunerated, so 
too, household responsibilities affect their available 
time for agricultural activities.  

Moreover, socio-cultural norms limit or prohibit 
women from interactions with persons outside the 
family. Women may not work outside of the home 
without permission from a male family member (that 
is, a father, brother or husband).  Women may also 
not be able to travel outside of the village.

Kenya. Research into  gender roles and agribusiness 
in the Kenyan communities (The Case of the Likuyani 
District) confirms these factors and identifies further 
disincentives for women. For example, family 
support inspires confidence in entrepreneurs, yet 
negative family reactions to plans (by women) for 
self-employment create doubt and disapproval,  
complicated by the traditional gender role definition  
with respect  to starting and running a business. 

Women also lack ownership to land, which limits 
their ability to access financial loans and/or to 
expand operations in agricultural production and 
agribusiness activities. Women also lack access to 
reliable energy supplies (electricity) which limits their 
ability to optimize the use of modern technology.  
Finally, women also have little time to scout for 
market opportunities. 

Source: New Faces New Voices
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overall wellbeing. For the majority that do not own the land 

or buildings, banks will not typically consider the lower value 

assets in the credit risk assessment. This may leave women 

relying on informal credit sources or very small loans from 

microfinance institutions that may limit their ability to ex-

pand their business.  

Women’s limited ownership and control over assets is not 

only restricted to physical capital.  Women also need to de-

velop their human and social capital in rural areas. Training 

initiatives typically target male farmers, and producer organ-

ization structures are also geared more toward male mem-

bership and management.  

It is often quoted that female farmers receive only 5 per-

cent of the extension services and only 15 percent of the 

extension workers are women.  Only 10 percent of the aid 

to agriculture targets women farmers. Furthermore, wom-

en have less access to technology, inputs and training. This 

gender gap in access to resources contributes to the often 

quoted yield gap of 20-30 percent between men and wom-

en farmers. 4  

Studies have shown the importance of investments in hu-

man and social capital for women farmers.  On the human 

capital side, training programs that are designed to address 

the time constraints of women and offer opportunities for 

group-based networking have shown some promising re-

sults. On the social capital side, projects have introduced the 

formation and management of different types of produc-

er organizations. For example, Catalina, a coffee producer 

cooperative in Guatemala associated with Café Feminino  

(a social-business brand marketing coffee from women) has 

given the cooperative incentives and resources to offer bet-

ter prices, training and credit geared toward female mem-

bers.  This has generated greater participation of women in 

the organization, including more leadership positions.  

Recognizing the importance of women in agriculture, sev-

eral value chains have initiated specific programs that follow 

the main principles for gender-equitable value chain par-

ticipation.5  In addition to social entrepreneurs, large local 

and multinational buyers are recognizing the importance of 

women in agriculture, including their contributions to value 

chains.  Indeed, there is a clear business case to be made for 

closing the gap between men and women farmers.  

Programs focus on training and providing benefits to women 

who are producers and suppliers in these value chains. For 

example, Starbucks works with Conservation International 

to help women farmer groups cultivate shade-grown coffee 

in Chiapas, Mexico. Training focused on inter-cropping cof-

fee with fruit trees and other shade-tolerant plants yielded  

4. See FAO (2011).  Most studies attribute the yield gap to lower levels of input use, such as input and mechanization usages.  

5. The main principles that are often mentioned include: (i) address power relations and task/chore distribution in households;  
(ii) encourage equitable distribution of housework between men and women; (iii) reach out to women without alienating men and 
build male support; and (iv) raise awareness and partner with both men and women on the ground to raise the gender agenda.
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higher income for the women.6 Land O’Lakes is working with 

women cooperatives in Kenya to enhance their farmer level 

dairy production, milk handling, and financial management. 

Land O’Lakes also facilitated the purchase of a new milk 

cooling tank.  In its value chain projects, it performs gender 

analysis and integrates a gender lens throughout the project 

life cycle. They report that in some of their country programs 

in Africa, women tend to be better than men in dairy qual-

ity control, animal care, and delivering higher quality milk.  

In its work with value chains, Root Capital, a non-profit so-

cial investment fund, has developed a gender scorecard for 

the producer organizations with whom it works. They offer 

lending and financial advisory services as tools to increase 

the impact on women in value chains. In another example, 

Unilever trained women farmers in India in sustainable agri-

cultural practices.  

These are amongst the examples of international compa-

nies’ value chains which are seeking ways to increase the 

participation of women because they see that this improves 

the overall functioning of their value chains. Many develop-

ment organizations seek to work with such inclusive value 

chains or intentionally select value chains that have pros-

pects for higher women participation.  

Improving women ownership and decision-making control 

over the use of assets, and increasing their human and social 

capital could lead to improved agricultural practices and 

potentially higher incomes. Also, experiences in the field 

demonstrate that programs to integrate women into value 

chains could improve the functioning of the whole value 

chain.   

Providing Finance for 
Women in Agriculture

Women and men face similar risks and barriers to accessing 

financial services in the agricultural sector. However, only 

in the case of women, they face them more acutely (see  

Table 2 for success factors in agrifinance). The invisible role 

of women in income generation in agricultural households, 

the limited ownership and control over assets, the low levels 

of training (compared to male farmers) and low levels of par-

ticipation in producer groups, are often presented as impor-

tant impediments to women in accessing finance. The lack 

of access to finance, along with lack of training, becomes a 

limiting factor in women accessing better inputs and achiev-

ing higher yields.   

Several studies have found that women farmers achieve 

lower yields than their male counterparts.7  Differences are 

attributed to four categories:

• Human capital and technology: limited access to 

knowledge regarding cultivation practices and limited 

access to extension.

• Limited access to finance, which lowers the ability to 

purchase higher quality inputs, invest in mechanization, 

draft animals and hired labor.

• Less favorable land quality, size and land tenure 

arrangements, which make it difficult to access 

investment capital. 

• Competing, multiple demands with child care and 

housework.

Research has also found that women farmers often achieve 

a somewhat lower price than their male counterparts when 

they sell their crops. Their pattern of selling is quicker, with 

less information on prices ahead of the sale (partly because 

6. Shade-grown coffee is often associated with greater environmental benefits ( for example, lower use of chemical inputs) and could 
command a price premium. Inter-cropping with shade tolerant crops provides additional income.

7. For example, see Baffes and Maratou-Kolias, 2013,  and FAO (2011).  
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they have limited time to look at market prices). They also 

they spend the proceeds faster, indicating that they need to 

cover family-related expenses more urgently than their male 

counterparts.   

The highlighted categories create unique obstacles for 

women in accessing credit in the agricultural sector for ei-

ther for the short or longer term.  Nevertheless, there are 

examples of successful initiatives by financial institutions to 

extend credit and other financial services to women clients 

in the agricultural sector. These financial institutions realized 

that this market segment is underserved and that women cli-

ents can be lower risk, more loyal, purchase multiple prod-

ucts and are overall quite profitable for financial institutions. 

The key question remains how to further expand women’s 

access to finance by removing the obstacles that prevent 

women in agriculture from accessing such services.   

Lessons learned can come from looking at the experiences 

of those financial institutions that have broadened their of-

fering of products and services to women clients in agricul-

tural areas.  There are several experiences to mention here, 

but this paper will focus more on the experiences from the 

Women’s World Banking, Root Capital/Multilateral Invest-

ment Fund (FOMIN)8  and World Bank/International Finance 

Corporation (IFC) projects because these experiences are 

found also among other financial institutions focusing on 

serving women in agriculture.  

The experiences highlight three key areas that can make a 

difference on how a financial institution approaches women 

clients in agriculture:

• Market research to understand client needs. 

• Offering the right products and services based on market 

research.

• A dedicated implementation strategy embedded with a 

gender lens.

8. FOMIN is the Spanish acronym for the Multilateral Investment Fund (Fondo Multilateral de Inversion) of the Interamerican  
Development Bank.
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Market Research to 
Understand  
Client Needs 

Market research that focuses on understanding and analyz-

ing the role of women in agricultural-dependent households 

is critical to serving this segment well. As noted, women’s 

role in agriculture is often invisible and undervalued. The 

Women’s World Banking reports about their projects find 

that often women contribute small amounts to the house-

hold income coming from relatively small activities. Howev-

er, these small incomes could add up, and indeed account 

for a sizeable percent of the total household income. Thus, 

it becomes very important for financial institutions to identify 

and analyze carefully what women contribute to the house-

hold for two key reasons.  

First, household incomes can be higher than original-

ly thought with these smaller but more frequent incomes 

contributing to seasonal cash flow as compared to a larg-

er but lumpier cash income coming from the main crop 

once or twice a year. Second, financial institutions can find 

an opportunity to lend to the woman farmer to expand and 

grow something that now appears to be a small business 

into something that potentially could become a much larger 

business. Financial institutions have thought about offering 

a second loan to the household to grow these small busi-

nesses by the woman. However, this may not be as easy as 

it sounds since research also shows that women tend to be 

modest about growing their business. They perceive their 

businesses as too small to take on a loan, and believe that 

their assets are not good enough as a basis for sufficient 

collateral. Also, women tend to have limited experience in 

taking loans and working with financial institutions.  

It is important also to recognize that women are  a significant 

source of labor in agriculture (FAO 2011). Developing  

credit products that allow investments in labor savings 

technologies could reduce the work load for women, 

enhance overall farm productivity, and free precious time for 

other activities.  
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Offer the Right 
Products and Services 

Based on Market 
Research

The appropriate loan and credit policies. Women’s World 

Banking reports that their work with three financial institu-

tions in Latin America showed that research was critical in 

designing or modifying a loan product.9 In some cases, it led 

to designing products tailored for specific crops or activities, 

whereas, in other cases, it was about making sure that both 

men and women would be eligible for such a loan. It also 

meant that the financial institution might need to modify its 

policy to have one loan per household, or require the spouse 

to sign for a collateral or a guarantee.  Therefore, it enabled 

some financial institutions to move beyond requiring “hard” 

collateral (for example, land or equipment/machinery) and 

rely on cash flow analysis for certain amounts of credit to go 

to women farmers. In terms of loan design, accounting for 

events in the life cycle of women can have an important im-

pact on the ability to service the loan.  For example, the use 

of grace periods when women may not be capable of being 

fully active on the farm should be considered.  

World Bank work in gender and rural finance suggests that 

financial institutions could initially consider offering a small-

er loan to women to invest in smaller assets or income-gen-

erating activities that yield returns in a short period of time.  

This would help to address and allay women’s possible risk 

aversion and limited experience with larger assets and larger 

income-generating activities. This is consistent with many 

experiences where the initial financing for women often 

comes from microfinance. However, it is recognized that 

women need longer term and larger loans to build assets 

and to invest in bigger farms or non-farm activities. Larger 

sums may be needed for women to graduate from small-

scale activities to larger businesses.10  

Experience has also shown that financial institutions need 

to consider providing loans to households to meet the edu-

cational expenses and/or social obligations to maintain the 

household’s social capital and the well-being of the children. 

As both men and women gain access to these loans, ex-

perience has also shown that it may strengthen the men’s 

responsibility for children and relieve some of the burden of 

childcare from the women—thereby freeing their time for 

other activities.  

Offerings beyond loan products. Financial institutions also 

point out that, whereas credit is important, it is not the only 

thing that most women clients and households involved in 

agriculture need.  Clients engaged in agriculture need finan-

cial products that build and protect incomes and assets. This 

includes access to savings accounts, health insurance, crop 

and livestock insurance, payment systems (for example, bills, 

remittances) and pensions.  Two of the more cited resourc-

es in the literature concern non-credit products for women, 

such as savings and insurance. 

For poor women, access to safe places to save and build 

assets can be as important as access to credit.  Women of-

ten are the cash managers of their households, juggling their 

daily activities while ensuring that school fees and other 

family expenses are paid promptly. According to Women’s 

World Banking research and experience, women require a 

variety of savings mechanisms to meet their needs. They re-

quire flexibility to save small and irregular amounts, as well 

as quick access to their funds when emergencies arise. Yet 

they also need to look at ways to make some savings per-

haps less accessible to reduce the temptation to spend or 

lend to others. They need saving mechanisms that could 

bring discipline to help them save larger amounts over time 

or to save for specific goals. Among the barriers to savings 

9. For gender issues in designing loan products, see Mayoux (2008).

10. This is also the more general problem of the missing middle: beyond access to small loans from microfinance institutions (MFIs),  
in many countries, small businesses face significant constraints in accessing larger loans to grow.  



- SME FINANCE FORUM  •  F INANCING TO SUPPORT WOMEN IN THE AGRICULTURAL SECTOR - 

11

that is often mentioned is the irregular income and small 

amounts of savings. In this context, there is also the added 

inconvenience of using a bank due to the distances involved 

and attendant time constraints.  Informal alternatives may be 

more convenient, but often come with risks. Women’s World 

Banking experiences with four financial institutions in Co-

lombia, the Dominican Republic, Kenya and Pakistan point 

to four important factors for successfully launching saving 

products: (i) research to develop savings products that bet-

ter serve women; (ii) use marketing and branding to change 

perceptions; (iii) develop institutional capacity to promote 

multiple financial products ( for example, beyond loans); and 

(iv) develop new distribution channels to promote savings 

(Women’s World Banking 2013). 

The literature review has revealed that micro-insurance is an 

important tool for poor women in dealing with risks. Risks 

and shocks of various types can have a negative impact on 

the poor, particularly poor women, as their earnings are of-

ten irregular. Indeed, sudden death or illness can lead to per-

sistent and cyclical poverty (Mehra and others 2014). Among 

emerging markets, there are many micro-insurance initia-

tives11 relating to health and weather risks, but these have not 

been evaluated for their impact on women. 

According to an International Labour Organization (ILO) 

estimate, there are around 500 million people current-

ly covered by micro-insurance in the world’s poorest 100 

countries, including Brazil, Mexico and South Africa (Meh-

ra and others 2014).  However, not much is known about 

how women benefit from micro-insurance. Mehra and oth-

ers (2014) who reviewed this literature found no rigorous 

evaluations that assessed the impact of micro-insurance on 

women’s economic outcomes. In fact, the existing empirical 

evidence on how micro-insurance affects clients’ ability to 

cope with shocks is also very limited, and studies on crop or 

agricultural insurance do not disaggregate by gender. This is 

an important knowledge gap for a service that can be crucial 

for women who are poorer and more vulnerable.

Beyond designing and offering such financial products, cli-

ents often need the services that support these products. 

Most clients in the agricultural sector, and particularly fe-

male clients, have very limited access to financial education. 

In this context, financial institutions need to build this service 

into their products and services. The lack of financial literacy 

and education is a very important barrier to women’s access 

to finance.  There is a need for improved financial literacy 

training to educate women on issues, including explaining 

financial services and their benefits, household budget man-

agement and planning, and managing savings. 

In addition to financial literacy and education, agricultural 

clients, particularly women, need advice on how to build 

and grow their business. For instance, they need technical 

assistance on how to increase their yields, grow potential 

new higher value crops, and how to protect their crops from 

diseases and other calamities.  Providing training courses in 

partnerships with non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 

and/or off-takers12 could become an important factor in 

better serving both male and female farmers.  

11. For some examples, see Fletschner  and Kenney (2011).

12. Off taker in this context of agricultural markets means a lead buying agribusiness firm that has contact with farmers producing for 
its value chain. 
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A project study by Root Capital and FOMIN found that wom-

en face constraints in joining producer organizations/coop-

eratives and accessing the benefits of such memberships. 

(Root Capital and FOMIN 2014) The study finds that when 

women join cooperatives, they and their households bene-

fit. However, it also finds that women participate significant-

ly less in cooperative governance, leadership and decision 

making.  The study argues that supporting such cooperatives 

is a way to reach and benefit an important subset of women 

farmers.  It presents some ideas on how cooperatives could 

address challenges to include and benefit more women in 

their communities, including:

• Targeting agronomic training to women farmers;

• Supporting women in land acquisition;

• Considering offering an economic incentive such as 

some price premium;

• Encouraging women’s participation in decision making 

and leadership roles; and

• Encouraging women to participate in  

middle-management positions. 

Root Capital is an interesting case because, in addition to 

providing loans to producer organizations, it also delivers 

financial training and strengthens connections between 

smallholder farmers and growing agribusinesses.   Root Cap-

ital is looking to increase women’s participation in producer 

organizations, realizing that women are underrepresented in 

these organizations— and that their voice could improve the 

overall functioning of such organizations.  

Provide alternative delivery channels.  Understanding bet-

ter the needs of women also brings to light the reach of tra-

ditional delivery channels.  Women are very short of time 

given that they have multiple tasks in the agricultural house-

hold.  This also limits their mobility to travel distances to ac-

cess financial services. They will need financial institutions to 

offer services that can be accessed without spending a lot of 

time going to a rural branch. Their transactions at times can 

be small and the cost of transportation to a financial institu-

tion could outweigh the benefits.  

Financial institutions are responding to this challenge by 

using mobile officers and agent banking services which 

includes both non-bank correspondents (such as kiosks 

offering limited banking services) and merchants with point-

of-sale (POS) capabilities. Introducing delivery channels that 

can serve women (and men) in agriculture while keeping 

costs down is a critical challenge.  Mobile and agent banking 

combined with the use of technology hold a lot of promise 

in this area.     
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Embed a Gender Lens 
into Implementation 

Strategies 

An implementation strategy for financing women in  

agriculture is quite similar to a strategy to improve access to  

finance for agriculture aimed at both men and women.13 

From recent IFC research, there are several factors required 

for introducing financial products for agricultural-depend-

ent households. These range from understanding client 

needs, to product design, risk management, types of lending 

officers, and marketing, among others.  These factors are 

also presented in Table 2 of the Annex in this report. 14  

However, as discussed earlier, women face unique challeng-

es (more than men) that require that a strategy with a “gen-

der” lens to address them. A recent World Bank Group study 

on supporting women in agriculture with information and 

communications technology (ICT)15 revealed that a gender 

analysis was critical to not only understanding differences 

between men and women, but also in understanding the 

enormous differences in needs within the group of women 

— sometimes greater than those between men and women. 

An effective gender lens builds on understanding the specific 

needs of women clients and includes: staff training, tailored 

external communications, senior management buy-in, data 

to back up the business case, and patience. 

Gender Training — staff training beyond the traditional 
credit analysis. For agricultural lending, it is critical to train 

loan officers in assessing crop and overall household cash 

13. For a detailed study of MFIs in rural areas  about what  is required to provide financial services to agriculture, see IFC (2014).

14. While the above referenced IFC study focuses on the experiences of microfinance institutions, these lessons and factors of success 
are also applicable to any financial institution that wants to develop financial products for agricultural dependent households. 

15. Link to study: http://www.wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2015/02/12/000470435_2015021210
0223/Rendered/PDF/930770WP0P121800TA0No.020web0209015.pdf

16. One lump sum payment of the principle

flows, analyzing the risks, and designing payments that meet 

the cash flow of the household.  This means that products 

may need features such as bullet payments of principle16  

after the harvest, as well as an assessment of whether the 

household has additional sources of frequent revenues to 

meet interest payment and living expenses before the main 

harvest.   

The experiences of several financial institutions in agriculture 

indicate that there is a need for specialized loan officers, in-

cluding agronomists who are able to understand and assess 

the needs of farmers. In several cases the agricultural loan 

officer can be the provider of financial products as well as an 

adviser.  Loan officers can be trained regarding gender issues 

in rural homes, whereby they are able to ask the right ques-

tions to fully understand a woman’s financial contribution to 

the household. In this regard, they can develop the ability to 

navigate situations where a woman may not feel comforta-

ble sharing the whole picture of contributions. This gender 

lens in training can enable loan officers to assess the wom-

an’s contributions to the household cash flows. Indeed, loan 

officers need to pay extra attention and be able to measure 

how much women contribute to the income of the house-

hold.  The loan officer also needs to be able to evaluate the 

potential growth of a relatively small business operation by 

the woman, and what might be achieved through funding 

and perhaps some advice to grow this business.  This means 

considering a specific second loan for the household and/

or other financial tools that can harness these small and ir-

regular cash flows for payments, savings, layaways, transfers, 

and so on. 

Tailored messaging and appropriate communication  
channels. Research has shown that women often obtain their 

information through informal channels and social networks. 

http://www


14

The Women’s World Banking experiences in Latin America 

indicate that financial institutions showed improvements in 

marketing to women in agriculture, primarily by reducing 

mass market communications and relying more on word 

of mouth and/or using community events and community 

social networks to disseminate information about their of-

ferings.  Some examples of the use of communication ma-

terial that attract the attention of potential women clients in 

rural areas include: radio series and radio jingles, brochures 

that present messages in a simple manner and with illus-

trations, community events to encourage networking with 

existing clients, and referrals from clients in good standing  

(see Box 2).17  Finally, case studies have indicated that wom-

en are adverse to hard selling tactics, need more time to 

think and need more information upon which to base their 

decisions.    

   

Institutional commitment at a high level. An element that 

is critical to the success of programs to providing financing 

to women in agriculture is an institutional culture that values 

women as clients, from the Board of Director members, to 

senior managers, to loan officers that can provide support 

along the way to grow women’s businesses. This is not an 

opportunistic strategy, but rather a longer term commitment 

that comes with dedicated resources and specific targets. It 

should form part of the institution’s strategy to serve agricul-

ture and within agriculture for women in this sector.  

Experiences from field projects have shown the need to have 

dedicated training for field staff promoted and supported 

by senior managers.  Having a dedicated senior manager 

to oversee the agricultural portfolio a particular focus and 

target on women clients has also been important. The re-

sults from the Women’s World Banking institutions in Latin 

America indicate that re-orienting staff to serve new market 

17. Mediae is a company which produces both Shamba Shape-up (a “makeover” reality TV show for small farms in Kenya that highlights 
agricultural best practice) and Makutano Junction (a soap opera that promotes financial capability).  A story line on Makutano Junction in 
particular has apparently been quite successful at getting women into the banking system. Banks even copied the “Welcome, Women!” 
banner used by a bank in the program to attract new female customers,  and it seems to have worked. In just three months, the show 
claims that it was able to get 136,000 women to open bank accounts.  

18. See quotes from leaders of financial institutions, courtesy of Women’s World Banking in Annex Table 4.

segments sometimes hits cultural barriers and norms, and 

requires constant reinforcement from the top. Leaders of 

financial institutions talked about the ongoing need to em-

phasize to their staff that while it may require some addition-

al effort in the near term, there are significant business and 

social benefits in serving women clients. 18  

Data and targets and metrics…and the business plan.  Get-

ting into new market segments requires a financial institu-

tion to set appropriate targets and metrics to track progress 

and make necessary adjustments. Management Information 

Systems (MIS) need to account for tracking new products 

and new client sub-segments, including women.  Such sys-

tems should also track, among other things: repayment rates 

(for example, to show that women may be low risk clients), 

products per client (for example, to show that women may 

buy more products), loan renewal rates/repeat clients (for 

example, to show that women may be more loyal clients), 

and so on.   

MIS systems can also be used to track loan officer produc-

tivity and outreach to ensure that clients are well served. Tar-

gets for growing the business need to be set and monitoring 

the profitability of the women business sub-segment also 

needs to be tracked.  However, targets will not be achieved 

overnight and it is important for an institution not to set ag-

gressive targets to grow their women sub-segment business. 

Also, targets and staff bonus systems need to be adjusted so 

as to not disincentivize loan officers who may want to fo-

cus on an “easier business” that they currently know and can 

do without much of extra effort. As for financing women in  

agriculture, new incentives need to be created and targets 

adjusted for loan officers to encourage them to grow this 

new business, which may take a bit more effort and may 

grow a bit more slowly, at least initially.   
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Box 2: A Soap Opera Encourages Women to Save

In an effort to persuade low-income women to open savings accounts, Women’s World Banking partnered 
with the popular educational Kenyan television drama, Makutano Junction, to promote its “Nawiri Dada”, 
or “Sisters Achieve” campaign. Set in a traditional Kenyan village, Makutano Junction is produced by the 
Kenya-based organization Mediae.  It uses a soap opera format to educate viewers on important social issues. The 
show, which airs on the country’s largest channel, reaches 6-8 million viewers each week and features characters 
and storylines that relate to most low-income Kenyans.

The motivation for “Sisters Achieve” emerged out of research indicating that unfavorable perceptions of 
the affordability and value of formal financial services, coupled with innumeracy and illiteracy,  discour-
aged low-income women from opening bank accounts.   Women’s World Banking drew upon this research to  
collaborate with Mediae in order to develop a six-episode storyline for Makutano Junction.  It featured a bank 
branch manager who launches a campaign to motivate women to save. The fictional campaign, also entitled 
“Nawiri Dada”, included a logo, banner, and motto (“Grow, Save, and Achieve”) that was then used at real-world 
partner bank branches in Kenya. At the end of each episode, a cast member would mention the show’s three part-
ner banks (Equity Bank, Kenya Women Finance Trust DTM, and Family Bank), and encourage viewers to visit one 
and open an account.

Impact studies conducted following the campaign revealed the power of the media to promote financial behav-
ior change: Among viewers of Makutano Junction, an estimated 138,000 low-income women opened accounts 
over the course of the campaign. By contrast, there was no measurable change in account ownership among 
non-viewers. These studies also found an increase in account activity, a reduction in the frequency of account 
withdrawals, and a greater use of banks to save among low-income female viewers. Importantly, most viewers 
who opened an account as a result of the Nawiri Dada campaign cited Makutano Junction as a key factor in their 
decision to open an account, with 38 percent citing it as a primary reason and 62 percent citing it as a secondary 
reason.

Source: Women’s World Banking and Credit Suisse (2013). 
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Patience to grow businesses. Women have different  

preferences than men regarding how they buy and use finan-

cial products. They also require more information and often 

 discuss and consult with others in their family and social 

circle before making a decision.  It is often mentioned that 

women can be more conservative and invest in their busi-

ness only when they are sure they can grow their business 

and repay the loan.  Often, women could finance the early 

stages of their business ventures through their own and fam-

ily resources before attempting to get a loan from a bank at 

some later stage. They are also less likely to pledge either 

their own or family assets due to the fear they cannot repay 

the loan, and that these assets would be repossessed by the 

financial institution. Additionally, women tend to do business 

through relationships.  The time it takes to develop this re-

lationship is an investment in potentially capturing not only 

the woman’s agricultural financing needs,  but also those of 

her family and side business. 

Understanding how to serve women clients requires focus 

and patience because this business will not grow over-

night. Within an institution this usually requires a transfor-

mation process because certain things need to be done  

differently. It is reported that several financial institutions in-

itially considered women clients as risky because what they 

were doing was mostly informal and such information was 

not in their systems.  Therefore, credit evaluations were dif-

ficult. The reliance on formal loan collateral and proof of 

revenues is much more difficult for women clients.  Instead 

successful financial institutions found that they needed to 

develop a better understanding of the activities of women. 

Specifically, they need to analyze their work and incomes, 

even though a lot of this is informal and without hard proof.    

Successful financial institutions showed that developing 

a good understanding of what it takes to develop a new 

business model to serve women clients, carefully planning 

and implementing the next steps, and being patient in 

growing this business can be critical to success. A lot of this 

stems from understanding the activities, roles and needs of 

women clients within agriculture-dependent households. 

However, it is also important to understand and account for 

cultural norms when developing this new business.  
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Concluding Remarks

Reviewing the experiences and literature thus far, a number 

of papers have been written about the role of women in the 

rural and agricultural sector. However, most of the literature 

has been done from the angle of women’s empowerment, 

their roles and contributions, and participation in agricultural 

value chains.  Less has been written about access to finance 

issues, particularly focusing on financing women for pro-

ductive activities in the agricultural sector.   

Comparing various experiences across a number of in-

stitutions that have experiences in serving women clients 

in the agricultural sector shows that the same areas and  

issues that make an institution successful in serving ag-

ricultural clients also make this institution successful in 

serving women clients in agriculture. However, although 

this is a pre-condition, it is not the only one.  In addition, 

for an institution to develop capabilities in serving agricul-

tural clients, it needs to identify what the role and contri-

butions of women are in agricultural households. Fur-

ther the institution needs to adapt this understanding 

to products, services and delivery channels accordingly.  

It needs to apply a “gender lens” and see within an agricul-

tural household how women contribute since their role of-

ten tends to be underestimated, including by themselves.  

Understanding the roles and contributions of women in an 

agricultural household would enable improved risk assess-

ment of the whole household. It would also present new 

opportunities to offer financial services to women clients to 

grow their business and purchase additional products for the 

household, such as establishing savings accounts, buying 

insurance products and pension annuities, among others.   

Annex, Table 3 highlights the key areas for an institution to 

adopt to develop its business in financing agricultural house-

holds, including what specific adjustments in each of these 

areas need to be made to enable an institution to focus on 

19. For an example of specific and detailed recommendations based on case studies in four countries in North Africa, see UN (2014).

attracting women clients in agriculture. Adding women as 

clients requires senior management and shareholder pri-

oritization, allocation of resources, training, planning, data/

metrics and patience in growing this long-run profitable new 

business sub-segment. It requires a financial institution to 

perceive women as valuable and profitable clients, to fully 

understand their needs and preferences and to strategically 

target these needs.   

Action expresses priorities. Despite the challenges present-

ed in this paper and various solutions being implemented, 

the potential to achieve greater economic growth by closing 

the financing gap for women in agriculture is very signifi-

cant.  Financial institutions alone cannot provide the solu-

tion. Indeed, governments and policymakers can influence 

the establishment of an investment climate favorable to rural 

women. Public-private cooperation is also necessary to es-

tablish an enabling environment to address the human and 

social capital needs of women. 

Some specific actions for international organizations, do-

nors and policy makers to improve the access of women 

to finance in the rural areas and agricultural sector are as  

follows:19 

• Promote the production of statistical data that quantify 

the access to finance by women in rural, agricultural 

areas by including both formal resources as well as 

informal ones.  Currently, statistics on financial inclusion 

in rural areas, even from formal resources, are very weak. 

Even if they exist, however, they are not disaggregated by 

gender.  

• Mainstream access to finance issues by women in rural, 

agriculture areas. Incorporate them into national financial 

inclusion strategies, and specific programs and projects 

aimed at promoting development in rural and agriculture 

areas. Recognize that identifying and addressing particular 

issues and constraints for women in rural areas/agriculture 

could potentially unleash greater developmental impact 

in the agricultural sector and in rural areas in any country.
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• Promote women’s legal, economic, political, social and 

cultural rights. Women’s access and control over assets, 

cultural norms about their role within a rural household, 

improved education (financial as well as technical),  and 

so on, are key issues that need to be addressed along with 

efforts to improve their access to finance.  

• Create information programs, training and awareness 

raising at all levels to sensitize the population — both men 

and women — about the societal value and benefits of 

improving women’s rights and empowerment.           
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ANNEX

Table 2: Factors for the Successful Introduction of Agricultural Finance 

Knowledge of the client.  Although this is important for any lending operation, it is particularly critical for MFIs inter-
ested in entering the smallholder lending market to understand the differences between their traditional urban and 
rural clientele, as well as smallholder farmers. 

Flexible products. Smallholder lending is not one of uniform offerings.  Loan tenor, disbursement, and payment 
terms need to be adaptable to the diverse profiles of smallholder borrowers. 

Cash flow analysis of the household production unit. Analyzing the household production unit both allows for 
matching payment terms to cash flow, and provides a more accurate analysis of the payment capacity and true risk 
of lending to the smallholder.

Diversified risk management tactics. Agricultural lending risks are diverse and need to be mitigated in a variety of 
ways. MFIs can use a variety of tolls in risk management, including: close, field-based client monitoring; portfolio 
diversification; conservative cash flow analysis; and credit bureaus and credit scoring. In addition, the study findings 
suggest that an MFI’s collateral should be commensurate with loan sizes and other risk factors, such as client repay-
ment history, crop diversification, and non-agricultural sources of revenue.

Use of specialized credit officers. Hiring credit officers with a background in agriculture is generally considered 
critical. The introduction of additional, specialized staff positions to support portfolio quality may also be necessary.

Adaptation of loan officer remuneration to incentivize smallholder lending. Establishing distinct targets for  
agricultural and commercial portfolios, and/or adjusting the agricultural targets for seasonal variations, may help to 
incentivize those loan officers conducting agricultural lending. 

Automation of data capture and credit analysis. Prudent agricultural lending requires the collection and analysis 
of a significant amount of client, production, and price data. Automation can reduce errors, increase efficiency, and 
support faster portfolio growth, as well as improve loan application assessment.

Customization of marketing materials to reflect the target market. Incorporating images of target clientele can 
help overcome the mistrust that smallholder farmers often have of financial institutions, including their presumption 
that financial institutions are not interested in serving them.  Local radio broadcasting (at suitable hours), informal 
events, targeted pamphlets (with door-to-door distribution), and word of mouth can also be considered. 

High-level buy-in. Successful smallholder lending requires products, approaches, and systems that are distinct from 
those for microcredit, which in turn, require different mindsets and investment in new tools and systems. In short, 
what is required is a strong institutional commitment and support by the most senior level management.

A strong customer service orientation. Better client orientation can be achieved by providing rapid loan processing 
and disbursement, personal attention to clients, and customization of products, terms and services to match client 
needs. The provision of non-financial services is also key.  MFIs can compete effectively with subsidized credit from 
agricultural development banks and differentiate offerings among themselves.

Source: Based on the findings from the IFC (2014) report on “Access to Finance for Smallholder Farmers: Learning for the Experiences 
of Microfinance Institutions in Latin America”. 
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Table 3: Differences between General Agrifinance and Agrifinance Targeting Women Farmers

Area General Agri-finance Agri-finance for women 

Knowledge of the client Understanding the agriculture  business 

and the characteristics of  agricultural 

households.

Understanding the role and contributions of 

women within  agricultural households.

Product design Flexible, repayments adjustable to crop 

cycles and  seasonality.

Income from women activities could enable 

interest payments before the main crops  are 

harvested. Also, consider a second loan to 

grow  women’s businesses.

Credit risk  

assessment

Rely more on cash flow analysis of 

household incomes.

Do not overlook the seemingly small activities 

of women: income can add up to something 

potentially significant.

Introduce more flexibility   regarding the collat-

eral requirement for women clients.

Marketing channels Adapt to local conditions, rely on radio, 

pictorials/brochures, informal gather-

ings, networking events, door-to-door 

marketing.

Similar but ensure that the content/format/

presentation of information would interest 

women clients.

Specialized loan officers Officers need to have an agricultural 

background and local knowledge.

Loan officers (male and female) need to re-

ceive gender training  to understand women’s 

roles and analyze their contributions in the ru-

ral household.  There also needs to  be more 

women loan officers.

MIS and targets plus 

bonuses

Systems need to track agricultural  

clients, performance, products, and so 

on.  Also, set specific targets and bonus-

es for agricultural portfolios.

Systems need to identify and track women 

clients within an agricultural portfolio (loan 

performance, loan size, products purchased,  

profitability, and so on). Also, targets and 

bonuses need to account for extra efforts to 

build this portfolio, at least initially.

High-level buy-in Agricultural finance as an institutional 

priority by the Board of Directors, senior 

managers and staff.

Serving women clients in agriculture as an in-

stitutional priority by the Board of Directors, 

senior managers and staff.

Source: Author of the present paper.
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Table 4:  Quotes from Financial Institutions 

“We noticed that we were at approximately 14-18 percent women in our microfinance portfolio. This number has 
basically doubled now. And this is because we set it out as an objective to incorporate and make women visible 
and that is now a reality in our portfolio.” 

                                                                               — Carlos Villamayor, Risk Manager, Interfisa Financiera (Paraguay)

“We believe it is extremely important to invest in this segment (women) because it is an untapped niche right now. 
Also, it is very important to give these women an opportunity and a chance for inclusion, because, on the one hand, 
it means good business and, on the other, it helps improve society.” 

                                                                           — Aureliano Acosta, Regional Manager, Interfisa Financiera (Paraguay)

“We’ve seen great opportunity for reaching women, especially in the rural sector, that we know that due to the  
difficulties faced by the rural economy, traditional banking can hardly make it there.” 

                                                                              — Teresa Prada, Executive Director, Fundacion delamujer (Colombia)

Source: Women’s World Banking.   
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