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THE GENDER GAP IN PRODUCTIVE ENERGY USE

Women are vital yet often invisible drivers of economic 
activity across the developing world. They play essential 
roles in agriculture, food processing, retail trade, and 
small-scale manufacturing. From tending crops and 
managing livestock to post-harvest agricultural processing 
and running informal food businesses, women’s labour 
underpins many crucial economic sectors. However, their 
contributions often go unrecognized because traditional 
approaches to energy access and productive technologies 
have typically taken a gender-neutral stance, failing to 
account for how men and women engage differently with 
energy services and productive assets. This oversight has 
led to the development of technologies and business 
models that inadvertently exclude or underserve women, 
despite their significant economic presence, and companies 
missing out on potential business growth.

The scale of women’s economic participation is substantial, 
comprising 40% of the global agricultural workforce, and 
performing 60-80% of food production labour in Sub-
Saharan Africa. 

In India, they account for 75% of full-time farm workers. The 
dairy sector highlights women’s crucial yet underserved 
role, with women comprising over 80% of India’s 100 
million dairy farmers. In retail and food processing, women 
dominate the informal sector, operating 57% of wholesale 
and retail establishments in Kenya.

From tending crops and managing livestock to processing 
agricultural products and running informal food businesses, 
women’s labour underpins many crucial economic sectors. 
Understanding women’s distinct roles across sectors is 
fundamental to developing effective PURE solutions.

Access to PURE is low, whilst impact is high 

UNDERSTANDING WOMEN’S ROLES AND CHALLENGES IS CRITICAL 

60-80%

7 hours  

of food production labour in Sub-
Saharan Africa is performed by women

on collecting water for irrigation alone

Spending on average

Understanding women’s distinct roles 
and barriers to adoption is critical to 
better serve women customers.

75%  of full-time farm 
workers 

In India, women account for 

With women comprising over 80% 

of India’s 100 million dairy farmers   

40%  
Reaching 60% in many regions

of the global agricultural 
workforce are women 68%  of registered energy 

customers are men

and contribute approximately 13%  

of the continent’s GDP

58%  of the self-employed 
population

In Africa, women represent  

1 / 3 of registered  
end-users

Women constitute only 

81%  of customers engaged 
in productive use, 

experience increased income, with 
benefits often greater for women 
than men

When women gain access to 
PURE technologies, the impact is 
remarkable

Women’s economic participation is substantial 
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Despite women’s significant economic participation, market 
data reveals significant gender disparities in access to PURE 
technologies. 68% of registered energy customers are men, 
meaning that women constitute only one-third of end-users 
(though this could be more in practice). However, when 
women do gain access to these technologies, the impact is 
remarkable - 81% of customers engaged in productive use 
experience increased income, with benefits often greater 
for women than men. Yet, women suffer from reduced 
productivity and limited growth potential, due to persistent 
barriers in accessing and benefitting from productive use of 
renewable energy (PURE) technologies. 

Understanding the barriers to adoption is critical for any 
PURE company seeking to better serve women customers, 
and reach this untapped market. Women face multiple 
intersecting constraints including limited household 
decision-making power, restricted access to financing 
due to lack of collateral, severe time poverty, and limited 
mobility that affects their ability to access information 
and markets. The digital gender gap further compounds 
these challenges - while 73% of women purchased energy 
products on credit, their lower access to mobile phones 
and digital financial services constrains their participation 
in modern payment systems. PURE companies that 
understand and address these barriers through thoughtful 
product design, innovative financing, and targeted support 
services are better positioned to tap into this underserved 
market while generating meaningful impact and growing 
their business.

WOMEN FACE MULTIPLE INTERSECTING CONSTRAINTS TO ADOPT  

PURE TECHNOLOGIES

Limited household 

decision-making 

power

Restricted access to 

financing due to lack 
of collateral

 

Severe time poverty

Limited mobility 

leading to lower access 

to information and 

markets

PURE companies that understand 
and address these barriers through 
thoughtful product design, innovative 
financing, and targeted support 
services are better positioned to tap 
into this underserved market while 
generating meaningful impact.

The digital gender 

gap further 

compounds  

these challenges.
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BUILDING GENDER-SMART PURE BUSINESS MODELS

Successful gender-smart approaches needs more 
than simple product modifications – it means building 
comprehensive ecosystems that address women’s 
constraints while leveraging their strengths as customers, 
entrepreneurs, and agents of change. The study features 
three detailed case studies of companies already 
implementing gender-smart approaches:

Oorja’s “Farming as a Service” 
model removes land ownership 
barriers and mandates women’s 
participation. Their pay-per-use 
approach makes solar irrigation 
accessible despite limited 
financing. 

SureChill’s Cooling-as-a-Service 
requires minimal deposits and 
assesses business viability 
instead of collateral, achieving 
50% women customers across 
dairy, retail and small shops.

Agsol designs solar mills with 
women users in mind, featuring 
lightweight construction and 
automated operation. Small 
batch processing and simplified 
maintenance makes the 
technology accessible to women 
farmers. 
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Each of these companies that offer different products and 
financing models attract different customer segments. 
For each company, the description of ‘a typical customer’ 
exists, capturing key dimensions including demographics, 
behavioral drivers, livelihoods patterns, technological 
access and specific pain points in adopting PURE 
technologies. 

The personas vary from ‘Survivors’ running small retail 
shops to ‘Visionaries’ seeking to expand across multiple 
locations. Identifying distinct customer segments, enables 

companies to tailor their financing and support services 
accordingly. This systematic approach to understanding 
women customers helped companies identify concrete 
opportunities to strengthen their gender-smart business 
models across product design, marketing, financing, and 
ongoing support services.

To become truly gender-smart, PURE companies must 
transform their approach across the entire customer 
journey. Drawing from successful examples, five essential 
elements are recommended:

ONGOING 

ENGAGEMENT  

& GROWTH

• Place women in leadership 
roles across sales and 
technical positions to 
create role models and 
challenge stereotypes.

• Systematically collect 
gender-disaggregated 
data to drive continuous 
improvement.

• Start by deeply 
understanding women’s 
context and constraints.

• Design products 
that match women’s 
ergonomic needs, safety 
requirements, and 
efficiency demands while 
accounting for their 
physical capabilities and 
time limitations

RESEARCH 

& PRODUCT 

DEVELOPMENT 

MARKETING 

& CUSTOMER 

ACQUISITION 

• Develop women-
centric marketing that 
resonates through 
female role models, 
targeted messaging, 
and appropriate 
communication channels. 

• Create accessible 
purchasing environments 
with women-friendly 
spaces and female sales 
agents.

FINANCING & 

PURCHASE 

• Implement flexible 
financing that recognizes 
women’s irregular income 
patterns and limited 
collateral. This might 
include pay-as-you-go 
options, group lending 
schemes, and partnerships 
with microfinance 
institutions.

IMPLEMENTATION  

& SUPPORT

• Provide training and 
support that fits women’s 
schedules, covering 
technology use, business 
skills, and ongoing 
advisory services.

• Extend support to include 
market linkages and 
installation assistance.
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To support implementation of the recommendations, 
companies can make use of the corresponding 
comprehensive KPI framework measuring progress across 
six categories: 

This systematic approach helps companies track their 
gender-smart journey while identifying new opportunities 
for growth and impact. 

2. Financial performance 

1. Customer acquisition 

3. Product usage 

4. Customer experience 

5. Business operations 

6. Value chain integration
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CREATING AN ENABLING ENVIRONMENT

While individual companies can take significant steps 
toward gender inclusion, truly scaling these approaches 
requires broader systemic change.  Building a supportive 
ecosystem through targeted policies and incentives is 
essential for enabling more companies to adopt and scale 
gender-smart PURE business models.

Current policy frameworks often take a gender-neutral 
approach, failing to address women’s unique barriers in 
accessing and adopting PURE technologies. To accelerate 
change, four key areas for policy and financial intervention 
are identified:

By implementing these policy recommendations in 
coordination with financial institutions, technology 
providers, and government agencies, stakeholders can 
create an enabling environment that supports the scaling 
of gender-smart PURE business models while maximizing 
benefits for women beneficiaries.

Cooperative models offer a powerful 
pathway for increasing women’s access to  
PURE technologies. Policymakers should 
develop regulatory frameworks that 
facilitate women’s energy cooperatives, 
including legal recognition for collective 
ownership and streamlined registration 
processes. Success requires appropriate 
incentive structures like bulk purchase 
subsidies, tax benefits, and cooperative-
specific financing products.

Financial incentives must be redesigned 
to address women’s specific constraints. 
This includes capital subsidies for 
women entrepreneurs, guarantee funds 
to address collateral requirements, 
and dedicated credit lines with grace 
periods aligned to agricultural seasons. 
Results-based financing tied to women’s 
participation targets can incentivize 
companies to adopt inclusive practices, 
while tax benefits and preferential 
procurement policies can create reliable 
market opportunities.

Developing gender-smart business 

models requires comprehensive support 

combining regulatory guidance, capacity 
building, and innovation funding. Clear 
guidelines for gender-inclusive practices 
should be established, alongside 
certification systems that recognize and 
reward companies excelling in inclusion. 
Technical assistance programs can help 
companies implement effective gender 
integration strategies, while dedicated 
innovation funds support the development 
of women-centric solutions.

Awareness building and behavior 

change campaigns are essential 
for increasing adoption. Successful 
approaches include women demo 
champions, mobile demonstration units, 
and peer learning networks. Agricultural 
extension services should be leveraged 
by training workers in gender-sensitive 
technology promotion and establishing 
women-focused demonstration farms.
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MOVING FORWARD

The potential impact of closing gender gaps in PURE 
technology access is substantial. Research indicates that 
improving women’s access to productive resources could 
boost farm yields by 20-30% and increase total agricultural 
output by 2.5-4%. The economic impact is significant - 
closing the gender productivity gap could generate gains 
of $100 million in Malawi, $105 million in Tanzania, and $57 
million in Uganda annually.

Success requires systematic changes across multiple 
dimensions, including comprehensive data collection, 
gender-responsive product development, and supportive 
policy frameworks. By adopting these recommendations, 
stakeholders can help unlock the transformative potential 
of PURE technologies while building sustainable businesses 
that serve this underserved market. The opportunity is 
clear - addressing the gender gap in PURE technology 
access and adoption not only advances women’s economic 
empowerment but also represents a significant market 
opportunity for companies willing to adapt their business 
models to better serve women customers.
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