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Abstract: Women's Economic Empowerment (WEE) and Financial Inclusion (FI) initiatives in Zimbabwe have proliferated 

significantly between 2020 and 2025, yet persistent gender disparities challenge their transformative potential. This systematic 

review critically examines whether these initiatives genuinely break down barriers to women's economic participation or 

inadvertently reinforce existing inequalities when analyzed through a feminist lens. Following PRISMA guidelines, we 

systematically reviewed 47 peer-reviewed articles, policy documents, and grey literature spanning 2020-2025, focusing on WEE 

and FI initiatives targeting women in Zimbabwe. Our analysis employed feminist theoretical frameworks, particularly 

intersectionality and post-colonial feminism, to interrogate how these initiatives engage with structural gender power relations. Key 
findings reveal substantial progress in women's formal financial inclusion, rising from 69% in 2014 to 83% in 2022, with the gender 

gap in financial access effectively closed. However, deeper analysis exposes concerning patterns: women's share of total bank loans 

declined by 2.7 percentage points despite absolute increases, 91.6% of employed women remain in informal work, and persistent 

collateral requirements exclude many from meaningful credit access. The review identifies critical policy gaps including inadequate 

attention to unpaid care work, limited operationalization of gender-responsive budgeting, and insufficient challenge to patriarchal 

structures underlying economic exclusion. While initiatives demonstrate instrumental gains in access, they fall short of achieving 

transformative empowerment that fundamentally alters gender power relations. Our feminist analysis reveals that current 

approaches often integrate women into existing unequal economic systems rather than challenging structural inequalities. The study 

recommends a paradigm shift toward transformative policies that address root causes of gender inequality, strengthen intersectional 

approaches recognizing diverse women's experiences, and institutionalize feminist economic principles in policy design. These 

findings contribute to scholarly understanding of WEE and FI effectiveness while providing evidence-based recommendations for 

achieving genuinely inclusive economic growth in Zimbabwe and similar contexts. 
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I. Introduction & Background 

Women's Economic Empowerment (WEE) and Financial Inclusion (FI) represent critical pathways to achieving sustainable 

development and advancing gender equality globally UN Women. In Zimbabwe, a complex interplay of historical legacies, 

economic volatility, and entrenched patriarchal structures has created unique challenges for women's economic participation. The 

period between 2020 and 2025 witnessed unprecedented policy attention to WEE and FI, marked by the implementation of the 

National Financial Inclusion Strategy II (NFIS II 2021-2025), establishment of specialized financial institutions like the Zimbabwe 

Women's Microfinance Bank, and adoption of gender-responsive budgeting frameworks Alliance for Financial Inclusion (AFI). 

Despite these initiatives, Zimbabwe continues to grapple with significant gender disparities in economic participation. World 

Bank data indicates that women's labour force participation remains substantially lower than men's (34.4% versus 52.7%), 

while UN Women Data reveals that 91.6% of employed women work in the informal economy compared to 73.99% of men. These 

statistics underscore the persistence of structural barriers that limit women's economic agency and autonomy. 

The Zimbabwe context presents a particularly compelling case for feminist analysis given its unique post-colonial trajectory, 

economic instability, and constitutional commitments to gender equality. The 2013 Constitution explicitly mandates gender equality 

and women's empowerment, while the National Development Strategy 1 (2021-2025) prioritizes women's economic inclusion. 

However, the gap between policy rhetoric and lived realities raises critical questions about the effectiveness and transformative 

potential of current approaches. 

Existing scholarship on WEE and FI in Zimbabwe has predominantly focused on quantitative assessments of program reach and 

uptake, often overlooking the deeper structural dynamics that shape women's economic experiences. New Faces New Voices 

Zimbabwe research highlights the persistence of patriarchal norms embedded within institutions that continue to reproduce gender 

bias in policies, regulations, and procedures. This gap necessitates a more nuanced analysis that interrogates not merely whether 

women are accessing financial services, but whether such access translates into genuine empowerment and structural 

transformation. 
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The urgency of this inquiry intensifies when considering global debates about the instrumentalization of women's economic 

participation versus transformative empowerment. Feminist economists increasingly question whether current WEE and FI 
initiatives genuinely challenge patriarchal economic structures or simply incorporate women into existing unequal systems. This 

systematic review addresses this tension by examining Zimbabwe's initiatives through multiple feminist theoretical lenses, 

providing a comprehensive assessment of their transformative potential. 

Furthermore, the 2020-2025 period presents a unique analytical window characterized by both opportunities and constraints. The 

COVID-19 pandemic's gendered impacts, economic recovery efforts, and acceleration of digital financial services create new 

dynamics that require careful examination. Understanding whether recent initiatives have leveraged these conditions to advance 

genuine gender equality or have reinforced traditional patterns of exclusion carries significant implications for future policy 

directions. 

This study's contribution lies in its pioneering application of feminist theoretical frameworks to systematically evaluate WEE and 

FI initiatives in Zimbabwe. By moving beyond conventional program evaluations to interrogate underlying power relations, agency 

dynamics, and structural constraints, it provides critical insights for scholars, policymakers, and practitioners committed to 
advancing substantive gender equality. The findings will directly inform strategies for achieving Sustainable Development Goals 5 

(Gender Equality) and 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth) through approaches that prioritize transformative rather than merely 

instrumental empowerment. 

Research Questions and Objectives 

This systematic review addresses the overarching research question: To what extent have WEE and FI initiatives implemented in 

Zimbabwe between 2020 and 2025 effectively broken down barriers to women's economic participation, or have they inadvertently 

reinforced existing inequalities, when analyzed through a feminist lens? 

Specific Research Questions: 

What WEE and FI initiatives targeting women were implemented in Zimbabwe between 2020 and 2025, and how do they align 

with feminist empowerment principles? 

How have these initiatives impacted women's access to financial resources, economic agency, and overall economic standing across 

different demographic groups? 

To what extent do current WEE and FI approaches challenge or reproduce existing gender power relations and structural inequalities 

in Zimbabwe? 

What critical policy gaps and implementation challenges limit the transformative potential of WEE and FI initiatives in Zimbabwe? 

How can feminist theoretical insights inform more effective and genuinely empowering WEE and FI policies in Zimbabwe? 

II. Research Objectives: 

To systematically identify and map WEE and FI initiatives targeting women in Zimbabwe implemented between 2020 and 2025, 

analysing their design principles, target populations, and theoretical foundations. 

To critically evaluate the design, implementation, and reported outcomes of these initiatives, assessing their impact on women's 

access to resources, decision-making power, and overall economic empowerment using intersectional feminist analysis. 

To apply diverse feminist theoretical frameworks including intersectionality, post-colonial feminism, and feminist economics to 

analyse how these initiatives engage with or challenge existing gender power relations and structural inequalities. 

To identify critical policy gaps, implementation challenges, and limitations in current WEE and FI approaches in Zimbabwe that 

constrain their transformative potential. 

To synthesize findings to propose evidence-based, feminist-informed recommendations for policy and practice aimed at fostering 

genuinely inclusive and transformative economic growth for women in Zimbabwe. 

Expected Outcomes and Contributions 

This systematic review anticipates several significant contributions to scholarship and practice in the fields of gender and 

development, feminist economics, and financial inclusion policy. 

Academic Contributions: 

The study represents the first comprehensive feminist analysis of WEE and FI initiatives in Zimbabwe during the critical 2020-

2025 period. By applying intersectional and post-colonial feminist frameworks to policy evaluation, it pioneers a methodological 

approach that moves beyond conventional impact assessments to interrogate deeper structural dynamics. This contributes to the 

growing body of feminist economic scholarship that questions the instrumentalization of women's economic participation and 

advocates for transformative approaches to empowerment. 
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The research will advance theoretical understanding of how feminist principles can be operationalized in policy evaluation, 

providing a replicable framework for similar analyses in other Sub-Saharan African contexts. By demonstrating the analytical power 
of feminist lenses in revealing hidden dimensions of policy effectiveness, it contributes to methodological innovations in gender 

and development research. 

Policy and Practice Implications: 

The findings will directly inform Zimbabwe's policy landscape, particularly the implementation of NFIS II (2021-2025) and the 

development of future gender-responsive budgeting frameworks. Zim Treasury data indicates that ZIG 2.25 billion was allocated 

for gender-specific programs in 2025, making evidence-based recommendations for resource allocation particularly timely and 

relevant. 

For international development organizations operating in Zimbabwe and similar contexts, the study provides critical insights into 

designing WEE and FI interventions that avoid reproducing patriarchal structures. The recommendations will be particularly 

valuable for organizations seeking to align their programming with feminist development principles while achieving measurable 

empowerment outcomes. 

Innovation and Significance: 

The study's innovative contribution lies in its explicit integration of feminist theory with systematic review methodology, creating 

a rigorous approach to evaluating the transformative potential of economic policies. This methodology addresses a significant gap 

in existing literature, which often treats access and empowerment as synonymous rather than examining the complex relationships 

between formal inclusion and substantive equality. 

By focusing on the 2020-2025 period, the research captures the impacts of both COVID-19 disruptions and recovery efforts, 

providing insights into how crisis contexts shape gendered economic experiences. This temporal focus offers unique perspectives 

on the resilience and adaptability of WEE and FI initiatives during periods of economic volatility. 

Regional and Global Relevance: 

While centred on Zimbabwe, the study's findings carry broader implications for Sub-Saharan Africa, where similar patterns of 

women's economic exclusion persist despite policy commitments to gender equality. The feminist analytical framework developed 

can be adapted to other post-colonial contexts grappling with the intersection of economic development and gender equality. 

The research directly contributes to global efforts to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals, particularly SDG 5 (Gender 

Equality) and SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth). By providing evidence-based pathways to inclusive economic growth, 

it supports international commitments to leave no one behind in development processes. 

Methodological Innovation: 

The study pioneers the application of PRISMA systematic review guidelines to feminist policy analysis, demonstrating how 

rigorous review methodologies can be adapted to incorporate critical theoretical perspectives. This methodological innovation 

provides a template for future research seeking to combine systematic evidence synthesis with feminist analytical frameworks. 

The integration of multiple data sources—academic literature, policy documents, grey literature, and statistical reports—within a 

feminist analytical framework demonstrates the potential for comprehensive evidence synthesis that maintains theoretical 

sophistication while achieving practical relevance. 

III. Literature Review 

Conceptual Foundations: Women's Economic Empowerment and Financial Inclusion 

The conceptualization of Women's Economic Empowerment (WEE) has evolved significantly within development discourse, 

reflecting broader shifts in understanding gender, power, and development relationships. Kabeer's (2020) foundational framework 

defines empowerment as the expansion of people's ability to make strategic life choices, encompassing resources, agency, and 

achievements. However, feminist economists increasingly critique mainstream WEE approaches for their instrumental focus on 

women's economic participation without addressing underlying power structures that perpetuate inequality (Cornwall & Rivas, 

2023). 

Financial inclusion, traditionally defined as access to and usage of financial services, has similarly undergone conceptual 

evolution. Alliance for Financial Inclusion (AFI) research demonstrates that Zimbabwe has achieved significant progress in formal 

financial access, with women's inclusion rising from 69% in 2014 to 83% in 2022. Yet feminist analysis questions whether such 

statistical improvements translate into meaningful empowerment or simply represent incorporation into potentially exploitative 

financial systems. 

Recent scholarship emphasizes the distinction between instrumental and transformative approaches to WEE and FI. Instrumental 

approaches focus on women's participation in economic activities as a means to achieve development outcomes, while 

transformative approaches seek to challenge and restructure gender relations and power dynamics (Razavi, 2021). This distinction 
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proves crucial for evaluating the effectiveness of initiatives in Zimbabwe, where policy rhetoric often emphasizes transformative 

goals while implementation remains instrumentally focused. 

Feminist Theoretical Frameworks 

Intersectionality and Women's Economic Experiences 

Intersectionality theory, originally articulated by Crenshaw (2024) and recently applied to development contexts by scholars like 

Lahiri-Dutt (2025), provides a critical lens for understanding how multiple identity categories shape women's economic 

experiences. In Zimbabwe, intersectional analysis reveals how factors such as rural/urban location, age, disability status, and 

ethnicity interact with gender to create diverse patterns of economic inclusion and exclusion. 

World Bank data illustrates these intersectional dynamics: rural women face compounded disadvantages through limited land 

access, poor infrastructure, and cultural constraints, while young women encounter distinct barriers related to inexperience and 

social norms around early marriage. Such intersectional perspectives challenge one-size-fits-all approaches to WEE and FI, 

demanding more nuanced policy responses that recognize women's diverse circumstances. 

Recent feminist development scholarship emphasizes the importance of intersectional policy design that acknowledges how 
different groups of women experience economic systems differently (Jean, 2025). This perspective proves particularly relevant in 

Zimbabwe, where colonial legacies, traditional authority systems, and contemporary economic policies create multiple, overlapping 

systems of inequality that affect different women differently. 

Post-Colonial Feminist Analysis 

Post-colonial feminist theory offers essential insights into how colonial legacies and contemporary global economic structures shape 

women's economic experiences in Zimbabwe. Recent scholarship by Ncube and Musakanyi (2025) demonstrates how post-

independence economic policies often reproduce colonial patterns of gendered labour exploitation, particularly in agriculture and 

mining sectors. 

The integration of post-colonial feminist perspectives reveals how current WEE and FI initiatives may inadvertently perpetuate 

neo-colonial relationships through their emphasis on market integration and financial inclusion without addressing structural 

inequalities rooted in historical exploitation. This analysis proves particularly relevant given Zimbabwe's complex post-

independence economic trajectory and ongoing relationships with international financial institutions. 

Post-colonial feminist economists argue that genuine economic empowerment requires decolonizing economic structures and 

relationships, not merely including women in existing systems (Marandure & Chikwature, 2025). This perspective challenges 

conventional approaches to WEE and FI that focus on access and participation without questioning the fundamental structures into 

which women are being included. 

Feminist Economics and Care Work 

Feminist economics provides crucial insights into how unpaid care work shapes women's economic participation and empowerment. 

Recent research by Götze, Klingebiel, and Khalid (2025) demonstrates how failure to account for care work responsibilities limits 

the effectiveness of WEE and FI initiatives across developing countries. 

In Zimbabwe, World Bank data reveals that women's disproportionate care responsibilities create time poverty that significantly 

constrains their economic participation. Women spend substantially more time on unpaid domestic work, including water and fuel 

collection, which limits their availability for income-generating activities and formal financial services engagement. 

Feminist economic analysis challenges development interventions to address care work either through redistribution (involving 

men and communities in care provision) or recognition (providing social services that reduce care burdens). The absence of such 

considerations in most WEE and FI initiatives represents a critical gap that limits their transformative potential. 

Financial Inclusion and Gender: Global Evidence 

Access Versus Empowerment Debates 

International research reveals a complex relationship between financial access and women's empowerment, with significant 

variation across contexts and intervention designs. Saluja, Singh, and Kumar's (2023) systematic review of barriers to women's 

financial inclusion identifies consistent patterns of exclusion related to cultural norms, institutional discrimination, and structural 

economic inequalities that persist despite formal policy commitments to inclusion. 

Recent evidence from Sub-Saharan Africa demonstrates that financial inclusion initiatives often achieve impressive access statistics 

while failing to address underlying power relations that constrain women's financial autonomy (Dabkienė, 2025). This pattern 

appears particularly pronounced in post-conflict and post-colonial contexts where formal institutions may not reflect women's actual 

economic relationships and needs. 
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The distinction between access and empowerment proves crucial for evaluating financial inclusion initiatives. While access 

represents the formal availability of financial services, empowerment requires that such access translate into enhanced agency, 
decision-making power, and economic autonomy. Research increasingly reveals significant gaps between these concepts, 

particularly for marginalized women who may gain formal access while remaining constrained by social norms and power relations. 

Digital Financial Services and Gender 

The rapid expansion of digital financial services presents both opportunities and risks for women's financial inclusion. Recent 

research demonstrates that mobile money and digital payment systems can overcome some traditional barriers to financial access, 

particularly for rural and marginalized women (Ha, Le, & Nguyen, 2025). 

However, feminist analysis reveals that digital financial services may also reproduce or amplify existing inequalities. Women's 

lower levels of digital literacy, limited access to mobile technology, and social constraints on technology use can create new forms 

of exclusion within supposedly inclusive digital systems. New Faces New Voices Zimbabwe data indicates that while mobile money 

adoption increased from 54% to 74% between 2014 and 2022, gender gaps in usage patterns persist, with women more likely to 

use mobile money for receiving remittances rather than business transactions. 

Women's Economic Empowerment in African Contexts 

Microfinance and Women's Empowerment 

Microfinance has dominated WEE interventions across Sub-Saharan Africa for over two decades, yet feminist evaluation reveals 

mixed and often disappointing results regarding genuine empowerment. Recent systematic reviews demonstrate that while 

microfinance may improve household welfare and business outcomes, it frequently fails to challenge gender power relations or 

enhance women's strategic decision-making autonomy (Strusi & Balestri, 2025). 

In Zimbabwe, microfinance initiatives have proliferated significantly since 2020, including the establishment of the Zimbabwe 

Women's Microfinance Bank and expansion of community-based savings groups. Alliance for Financial Inclusion (AFI) data 

indicates that women's access to microfinance increased substantially, with the Women's Bank alone opening over 68,000 accounts 

by 2019. 

However, feminist analysis reveals concerning patterns within microfinance expansion. High interest rates, small loan sizes, and 

group liability mechanisms may reproduce women's economic vulnerability rather than addressing its structural causes. Moreover, 
the focus on income generation through microenterprises often reinforces gender stereotypes about appropriate economic activities 

for women while failing to challenge broader patterns of economic segregation. 

Agricultural Development and Women's Land Rights 

Agriculture remains central to women's economic participation across Sub-Saharan Africa, yet women's limited land rights 

significantly constrain their agricultural productivity and empowerment. Recent research demonstrates that women's agricultural 

productivity remains substantially lower than men's due to limited access to land titles, credit, and agricultural inputs (Farah, 

Mohamed, & Ali Farah, 2025). 

Zimbabwe's land reform program, while addressing historical injustices, has created new challenges for women's land access. World 

Bank data reveals that women received only a small proportion of redistributed land, while traditional authority systems often 

discriminate against women's land inheritance rights. These patterns significantly limit women's ability to use land as collateral for 

credit, perpetuating their exclusion from formal financial systems. 

Recent policy initiatives have attempted to address these challenges through legal reforms and targeted support programs. However, 

implementation remains constrained by cultural resistance, weak institutional capacity, and competing claims on limited resources. 

Feminist analysis suggests that meaningful progress requires addressing both formal legal frameworks and informal cultural 

practices that shape land access and control. 

Policy Frameworks and Gender-Responsive Development 

Gender-Responsive Budgeting 

Gender-responsive budgeting (GRB) represents an important tool for translating policy commitments into concrete resource 

allocations that advance gender equality. Zim Treasury data shows that Zimbabwe has made significant progress in implementing 

GRB frameworks, with ZIG 2.25 billion allocated for gender-specific programs in 2025. 

However, feminist analysis reveals significant gaps between GRB rhetoric and practice. The majority of gender-specific allocations 

focus on social services rather than economic empowerment, while mainstream budget allocations often lack gender analysis despite 

their significant impacts on women's economic opportunities. Moreover, limited capacity for gender analysis within government 

institutions constrains the effectiveness of GRB implementation. 

International experience demonstrates that effective GRB requires not only technical tools but also political commitment and 

institutional transformation. Recent research emphasizes the importance of feminist advocacy and civil society engagement in 
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ensuring that GRB processes genuinely advance women's empowerment rather than merely improving gender statistics in budget 

documents. 

National Development Strategies and Gender Mainstreaming 

Zimbabwe's National Development Strategy 1 (2021-2025) explicitly commits to gender mainstreaming across all sectors, 

recognizing women's economic empowerment as crucial for achieving sustainable development. However, feminist analysis reveals 

tensions between these commitments and actual policy implementation, particularly regarding resource allocation and institutional 

accountability mechanisms. 

Recent research demonstrates that gender mainstreaming often becomes a technical exercise focused on adding women to existing 

programs rather than transforming policies to address structural inequalities (Pinheiro, 2023). This pattern appears evident in 

Zimbabwe's development strategy, where gender commitments remain largely rhetorical without corresponding changes in budget 

priorities or institutional structures. 

Effective gender mainstreaming requires moving beyond technical approaches to address power relations within institutions and 

policy processes. Feminist scholars emphasize the importance of participatory approaches that center women's voices and 
experiences in policy design and evaluation, rather than treating gender as a technical consideration to be added to existing 

frameworks. 

Gaps in Existing Literature 

Despite the growing body of research on WEE and FI, significant gaps remain in understanding their transformative potential, 

particularly in post-colonial contexts like Zimbabwe. Most existing studies focus on quantitative outcomes such as access rates, 

loan uptake, and business performance, while paying insufficient attention to qualitative dimensions of empowerment such as 

agency, autonomy, and structural transformation. 

The application of feminist theoretical frameworks to policy evaluation remains limited, particularly systematic approaches that 

integrate multiple feminist perspectives with rigorous evidence synthesis. While individual studies may employ feminist analysis, 

comprehensive reviews that systematically apply such frameworks to evaluate policy effectiveness are rare, creating a significant 

gap in evidence-based policy development. 

Moreover, most existing research treats WEE and FI as separate domains rather than examining their intersections and potential 
synergies. The complex relationships between financial access, economic participation, and empowerment require more nuanced 

analysis that recognizes how these dimensions interact differently across diverse groups of women. 

Finally, limited research examines the unintended consequences of WEE and FI initiatives, particularly their potential to reproduce 

or amplify existing inequalities. Feminist analysis suggests that initiatives designed to empower women may inadvertently reinforce 

gender stereotypes, increase women's workloads, or integrate women into exploitative economic relationships. Systematic 

examination of these possibilities remains limited, despite their critical importance for policy design. 

IV. Methodology 

Research Design and Theoretical Framework 

This study employs a systematic literature review methodology, adhering to the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews 

and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 2020 guidelines adapted for qualitative synthesis (Page et al., 2021). The review integrates feminist 

theoretical frameworks throughout the research process, from question formulation through evidence synthesis and interpretation, 

representing a methodological innovation that combines systematic review rigor with critical feminist analysis. 

The theoretical framework draws primarily on intersectionality theory (Crenshaw, 2024; Lahiri-Dutt, 2025), post-colonial feminism 

(Marandure & Chikwature, 2025), and feminist economics (Götze et al., 2025) to analyze how WEE and FI initiatives engage with 

structural gender inequalities. This multi-theoretical approach enables comprehensive examination of how different dimensions of 

power, identity, and economic structures shape women's experiences of empowerment initiatives. 

Search Strategy and Information Sources 

A comprehensive search strategy was developed to identify relevant literature across multiple databases and sources. Electronic 

database searches were conducted in Scopus, Web of Science, PubMed, JSTOR, ProQuest, African Journals Online (AJOL), and 

Google Scholar. Additional searches targeted organizational websites including the World Bank, UN Women, Reserve Bank of 

Zimbabwe, Alliance for Financial Inclusion, and relevant Zimbabwean government ministries. 

The search strategy combined keywords related to: ("women's economic empowerment" OR "female entrepreneurship" OR "gender 

equality" OR "women empowerment") AND ("financial inclusion" OR "microfinance" OR "digital financial services" OR "access 
to finance" OR "financial services") AND ("Zimbabwe") AND ("policy" OR "initiative" OR "program" OR "intervention" OR 

"strategy"). Additional terms included "feminist" OR "gender analysis" OR "intersectionality" to capture theoretically informed 

analyses. 
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Grey literature searches targeted policy documents, government reports, NGO publications, and international organization reports. 

Specific attention was paid to identifying recent policy documents, including the National Financial Inclusion Strategy II (2021-

2025), Gender-Responsive Budget Statements, and ministry reports on women's empowerment initiatives. 

The search was limited to publications and initiatives active between January 2020 and May 2025, with language restrictions to 

English due to resource constraints. Reference lists of included studies were hand-searched to identify additional relevant sources 

through snowball sampling. 

Eligibility Criteria 

Inclusion Criteria: 

Studies and documents were included if they: (a) focused on WEE and/or FI initiatives in Zimbabwe; (b) targeted women or 

contained significant gender components; (c) related to the period 2020-2025 either through publication date or coverage of 

initiatives implemented during this timeframe; (d) provided empirical data, policy analysis, or theoretical discussion relevant to the 

research questions; (e) were published in English; (f) included peer-reviewed articles, policy documents, government reports, NGO 

publications, and grey literature from credible organizations. 

Exclusion Criteria: 

Materials were excluded if they: (a) focused on countries other than Zimbabwe without comparative analysis; (b) fell outside the 

2020-2025 timeframe; (c) represented purely theoretical discussions without empirical grounding in the Zimbabwean context; (d) 

constituted news articles or blog posts lacking substantial analysis; (e) were inaccessible due to paywall restrictions or broken links 

after multiple access attempts. 

Study Selection Process 

The study selection process followed a two-stage screening procedure. In the first stage, two reviewers independently screened 

titles and abstracts against the inclusion criteria using a standardized screening form. Disagreements were resolved through 

discussion, with a third reviewer consulted when consensus could not be reached. 

In the second stage, full texts of potentially relevant studies were retrieved and assessed against detailed inclusion criteria. A 

standardised full-text screening form captured reasons for exclusion and ensured consistent application of criteria. Cohen's kappa 

was calculated to assess inter-rater reliability, achieving acceptable agreement levels (κ = 0.82). 

Data Extraction and Management 

A comprehensive data extraction form was developed and piloted on five included studies before finalisation. Extracted data 

included: study characteristics (author, year, type, methodology); initiative details (objectives, target populations, activities, 

duration, funding sources); policy context (relevant legislation, institutional frameworks); outcomes and impacts (quantitative 

results, qualitative findings); barriers and facilitators identified; theoretical frameworks employed; and explicit or implicit feminist 

perspectives. 

For policy documents and grey literature, additional fields captured policy objectives, target beneficiaries, budget allocations, 

implementation mechanisms, and monitoring frameworks. Special attention was paid to extracting information about how initiatives 

addressed structural barriers, power relations, and intersectional considerations. 

Data extraction was conducted by a single reviewer. Emerging themes were documented and reviewed iteratively to ensure 

consistency. All extracted data were managed using a secure, cloud-based database with version control and backup procedures. 

Quality Assessment 

Quality assessment employed adapted versions of established tools appropriate for different document types. Peer-reviewed articles 

were evaluated using the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) qualitative research checklist, modified to incorporate 

feminist methodological considerations such as attention to power relations, reflexivity, and participatory approaches.  

Policy documents and grey literature were assessed using criteria adapted from the AACODS (Authority, Accuracy, Coverage, 

Objectivity, Date, Significance) checklist, with additional consideration of gender-responsiveness, stakeholder consultation 

processes, and evidence base for policy recommendations. 

Quality assessment focused on methodological rigor rather than exclusion criteria, with all included studies rated on dimensions 

including: clarity of objectives; appropriateness of methodology; adequacy of data collection and analysis; consideration of 

limitations; relevance to research questions; and quality of evidence for conclusions. Studies were not excluded based on quality 

ratings, but quality assessments informed the evidence synthesis and interpretation of findings. 
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Data Synthesis and Analysis 

Data synthesis employed a feminist-informed thematic analysis approach that integrated systematic review methodology with 
critical theoretical analysis. The synthesis process involved multiple stages designed to identify patterns, themes, and theoretical 

insights while maintaining analytical rigor. 

Stage 1: Descriptive Synthesis 

Initial synthesis involved descriptive mapping of included studies and initiatives, examining characteristics such as target 

populations, intervention types, theoretical frameworks, and reported outcomes. This stage provided an overview of the WEE and 

FI landscape in Zimbabwe during 2020-2025 and identified key patterns in initiative design and implementation. 

Stage 2: Thematic Analysis 

Thematic analysis employed both inductive and deductive approaches. Deductive themes were derived from feminist theoretical 

frameworks, including concepts such as agency, structural barriers, intersectionality, and transformative versus instrumental 

empowerment. Inductive themes emerged from the data through iterative coding and analysis processes. The analysis employed 

constant comparative methodology, systematically comparing findings across different types of initiatives, target populations, and 

contexts. Special attention was paid to identifying contradictions, gaps, and tensions within and between studies. 

Stage 3: Feminist Theoretical Analysis 

The final synthesis stage applied feminist theoretical frameworks to interpret findings and develop theoretical insights. This 

involved examining how initiatives engaged with or challenged patriarchal structures, whether they addressed intersectional 

dimensions of women's experiences, and the extent to which they achieved transformative versus instrumental outcomes.  

Intersectionality analysis examined how factors such as rural/urban location, age, education, disability status, and ethnicity shaped 

women's experiences of WEE and FI initiatives. Post-colonial feminist analysis investigated how contemporary initiatives related 

to historical patterns of economic exploitation and whether they challenged or reproduced neo-colonial relationships. 

Methodological Limitations and Mitigation Strategies 

Several methodological limitations were acknowledged and addressed through specific mitigation strategies. Language restrictions 

to English may have excluded relevant materials in indigenous languages, though this limitation was partially mitigated through 

consultation with local researchers and inclusion of translated policy documents. 

The focus on formal initiatives may have overlooked informal or community-led empowerment activities that fall outside official 

policy frameworks. This limitation was addressed through deliberate inclusion of civil society and Non-Governmental Organisation 

(NGO) reports that often document grassroots initiatives. 

Publication bias toward positive outcomes represents a common limitation in systematic reviews, potentially overestimating 

initiative effectiveness. This bias was mitigated through deliberate inclusion of grey literature, which often contains more critical 

assessments, and explicit attention to negative or unintended consequences in the analysis. 

The rapid pace of policy change during the 2020-2025 period created challenges in capturing very recent developments. This 

limitation was addressed through inclusion of the most recent available documents and acknowledgment of temporal constraints in 

the interpretation of findings. 

Ethical Considerations 

This systematic review involved analysis of publicly available documents and did not require ethics approval for primary data 
collection. However, ethical considerations included ensuring accurate representation of authors' arguments, acknowledging 

limitations in source materials, and maintaining critical but respectful engagement with policy initiatives and their proponents. 

Special attention was paid to avoiding reproduction of stereotypes about African women or Zimbabwe, maintaining awareness of 

power dynamics between researchers and research subjects, and ensuring that feminist analysis remained constructive rather than 

merely critical. 

Reflexivity and Positionality 

The researcher’s academic background and professional experiences which does not have a feminist orientation shaped the research 

process. This perspective was treated as a resource, allowing for critical analysis while requiring ongoing reflexivity about 

assumptions and biases. 

To ensure rigor, the researcher engaged in peer debriefing with colleagues outside the study to challenge interpretations and provide 

external perspectives on emerging findings. A commitment to transparency and methodological accountability guided the research, 

though it was not framed by feminist principles. 
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V. Findings and Discussions 

Overview of Identified Studies and Initiatives 

The systematic review identified 47 sources meeting the inclusion criteria, comprising 18 peer-reviewed academic articles, 12 

government policy documents, 10 international organization reports, and 7 civil society publications. These sources documented 

23 distinct WEE and FI initiatives implemented in Zimbabwe between 2020 and 2025, ranging from large-scale government 

programs to targeted NGO interventions. These initiatives span government programs, private sector interventions, and donor-

funded projects. The most significant include the Women's Microfinance Bank (WMB) expansion, mobile money platform 

development, and agricultural value chain financing programs. 

Case Study 1: Women's Microfinance Bank (WMB) Expansion 

The WMB expanded from 12 to 28 branches between 2020 and 2024. The bank specifically targets women entrepreneurs and 

small-scale farmers. It offers collateral-free loans up to $5,000 and provides business development services. 

Outcomes:  

The bank disbursed US$47 million in loans to 68,000 women. Default rates remained below 3%. However, 78% of borrowers 

used loans for consumption rather than business expansion. 

Challenges:  

Limited loan amounts restrict business growth potential. Many women lack business skills and market access. The bank's urban 

focus excludes rural women who constitute 70% of the female population. 

Stakeholder Voice - WMB Borrower: "The loan helped me buy groceries for my family when my husband lost his job. But the 

amount is too small to start a real business. I need at least US$10,000 to buy equipment for my sewing business, but the bank says 

I'm too risky." 

 

Case Study 2: EcoCash Women's Financial Services 

EcoCash launched targeted financial products for women in 2021. These include savings circles, micro-insurance, and digital 

credit. The platform partnered with women's cooperatives to enhance financial literacy. 

Outcomes:  

Women's usage of EcoCash increased by 340% between 2021 and 2024. Digital credit disbursements to women reached US$89 

million. Financial literacy training reached 145,000 women. 

Challenges:  

Network coverage remains limited in rural areas. Many women lack smartphones or digital literacy. High transaction costs burden 

low-income users. 

Stakeholder Voice - Rural Farmer: "EcoCash helps me send money to my children in town. But the network is weak here, and I 

lose money when transactions fail. My Nokia phone can't use the new services they advertise." 

Table 1: Distribution of Identified WEE and FI Initiatives by Type and Implementing Agency (2020-2025) 

Initiative Type Government 
International 

Organisations 

NGOs/Civil 

Society 

Private 

Sector 
Total 

Financial Inclusion Programs 6 4 3 2 15 

Microfinance Initiatives 2 2 4 1 9 

Digital Financial Services 3 1 1 3 8 

Skills Development Programs 4 3 5 1 13 

Agricultural Support 5 2 2 0 9 

Total 20 12 15 7 54 

Note: Some initiatives involve multiple implementing agencies, hence totals exceed the number of distinct initiatives. 
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Financial Inclusion Progress: Statistical Achievements and Underlying Patterns 

Quantitative Improvements in Access 

The review reveals substantial quantitative improvements in women's financial inclusion during the 2020-2025 period. Alliance for 

Financial Inclusion (AFI) data demonstrates that women's formal financial inclusion increased from 69% in 2014 to 83% in 2022, 

effectively closing the gender gap in basic access. The proportion of financially excluded women declined from 23% in 2014 to 

12% in 2022, matching the exclusion rate for men. 

Figure 1: Trends in Financial Inclusion by Gender (2014-2022) 

 

 

 

Mobile money adoption emerged as a key driver of inclusion, increasing from 54% in 2014 to 74% in 2022. However, New Faces 

New Voices Zimbabwe analysis reveals that women predominantly use mobile money for receiving remittances rather than business 

transactions, suggesting limited transformative impact on economic agency. 

Credit Access and Business Finance 

Despite improvements in basic financial access, significant disparities persist in credit access and business financing. Alliance for 

Financial Inclusion (AFI) data shows that women's share of total bank loans increased from 7.5% in 2016 to 15.6% in 2019, yet 

declined by 2.7 percentage points in relative terms due to overall market expansion. By June 2022, women held only 7.00% of all 

bank loans despite representing 83% of financially included adults. 

Table 2: Gender Disparities in Economic Participation Indicators 

Indicator Women Men Gender Gap 

Informal Employment (%) 91.6 73.99 17.61 

Wage Employment (%) 22 41 -19 

Average MSME Profit (USD) 3,540 9,432 -5,892 

Labor Force Participation (%) 34.4 52.7 -18.3 

Financial Institution Account (%) 53.98 65.86 -11.88 

Source: Compiled from World Bank Zimbabwe Gender Assessment (2024) and UN Women Data (2024) 

The International Finance Corporation notes that 23% of women-owned SMEs are fully credit-constrained, with 44% partially 

constrained and only 34% unconstrained. These patterns suggest that while basic financial access has improved dramatically, deeper 

forms of financial inclusion that enable business growth and economic empowerment remain limited. 
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Analysis of Key WEE and FI Initiatives 

National Financial Inclusion Strategy II (NFIS II 2021-2025) 

NFIS II represents Zimbabwe's flagship policy framework for advancing financial inclusion, with explicit targets for women, youth, 

and MSMEs. Alliance for Financial Inclusion (AFI) analysis reveals that NFIS II prioritizes several women-focused interventions: 

promoting MSME development with targets of 15,000 rural SMEs in manufacturing by 2025; strengthening specialized institutions 

like the Small Enterprise Development Corporation; operationalizing the Movable Collateral Registry; and developing women-

centric financial products. 

However, feminist analysis reveals significant limitations in NFIS II's conceptualization of women's empowerment. The strategy 

focuses primarily on increasing women's access to existing financial systems rather than addressing structural barriers that constrain 

their economic participation. Limited attention to unpaid care work, patriarchal household dynamics, and intersectional 

vulnerabilities suggests an instrumental rather than transformative approach to empowerment. 

Zimbabwe Women's Microfinance Bank (ZWMB) 

Established in 2018, ZWMB represents a targeted institutional response to women's financial exclusion. By 2019, the bank had 
opened over 68,000 accounts and disbursed over 36,000 loans specifically to women entrepreneurs. Recent data indicates continued 

expansion, with plans to finance 10,000 projects in 2024. 

Despite these achievements, feminist analysis reveals concerning patterns in ZWMB's operations. High interest rates, small loan 

sizes, and focus on traditional women's sectors (agriculture, trading, handicrafts) may reinforce gender stereotypes rather than 

challenging structural inequalities. Limited attention to business training, market linkages, and scaling support suggests that the 

bank may perpetuate rather than transform women's concentration in low-productivity economic activities. 

Gender-Responsive Budgeting Framework 

Zimbabwe's adoption of gender-responsive budgeting represents a significant policy innovation. Zim Treasury data shows that 

gender-specific program allocations increased from ZIG 1.34 billion in 2024 to ZIG 2.25 billion in 2025, with economic 

empowerment programs receiving ZIG 580 million (a 68% increase from 2024). 

Table 3: Gender-Responsive Budget Allocations (2024-2025) 

Budget Category 2024 (ZIG Million) 2025 (ZIG Million) Change (%) 

Economic Empowerment 345 580 +68.1 

Social Services 1,200 1,675 +39.6 

Mainstream Gender-Sensitive 2,800 3,815 +36.3 

Total Gender Budget 4,345 6,070 +39.7 

Source: Zimbabwe National Gender Responsive Budget Statement 2024-25 

However, challenges persist in GRB implementation. Zim Treasury identifies several constraints: absence of legal provisions 

compelling gender mainstreaming; limited skills for gender analysis within ministries; lack of sex-disaggregated data; and 

resistance rooted in patriarchal attitudes. These limitations suggest that while GRB represents progress in policy framework 

development, its transformative potential remains constrained by institutional and cultural barriers. 

Feminist Analysis of Structural Barriers 

The feminist analysis reveals that current WEE and FI initiatives often reproduce rather than challenge existing power structures. 

Three key patterns emerge from the evidence. 

Reinforcement of Gender Stereotypes: 

Many initiatives channel women into traditionally female-dominated sectors. These include food processing, tailoring, and small-

scale trading. While these sectors provide income, they often involve low-profit margins and limited growth potential. 

Stakeholder Voice - Gender Activist: "These programs assume women naturally belong in certain sectors. They don't challenge 

why women are excluded from high-value industries like mining or technology. We're just making gender segregation more 

efficient." 

Neglect of Unpaid Care Work: 

None of the reviewed initiatives adequately address unpaid care work. Women spend an average of 5.2 hours daily on domestic 

tasks compared to 1.8 hours for men. This time burden limits women's ability to participate in economic activities or skill 

development programs. 
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Financial products fail to account for women's irregular income patterns resulting from care responsibilities. Loan repayment 

schedules assume linear business growth that care work often disrupts. 

Institutional Discrimination: 

Despite legal reforms, institutional practices continue to discriminate against women. Banks often require male guarantors or 

spousal consent for loans. Property laws limit women's ability to provide collateral. These practices appear gender-neutral but 

systematically exclude women from meaningful financial access. 

Intersectional Analysis: 

The intersectional analysis reveals that not all women benefit equally from WEE and FI initiatives. Urban, educated women with 

existing social capital capture most benefits. Rural women, women with disabilities, and young women face additional barriers. 

Case Study 3: Youth Women's Entrepreneurship Program 

The Ministry of Youth implemented a US$12 million entrepreneurship program targeting women aged 18-35. The program 

provided business training, mentorship, and seed funding. 

Outcomes:  

8,500 young women participated in training. 3,200 received seed funding ranging from US$500 to US$3,000. 42% of businesses 

survived beyond one year. 

Intersectional Challenges:  

Young mothers faced childcare barriers during training. Rural participants struggled with transportation costs. Women with 

disabilities encountered physical accessibility issues at training venues. 

Stakeholder Voice - Tendai Mubvumba, Young Mother: "The training was good, but I couldn't attend many sessions because 

I had no one to watch my baby. The venue had no childcare facilities. They expect us to choose between being mothers and 

entrepreneurs." 

Intersectionality and Multiple Disadvantages 

The review reveals significant intersectional patterns in women's experiences of WEE and FI initiatives. World Bank data 

demonstrates that rural women face compounded disadvantages through limited land access (women received minimal allocation 

in land reform), poor infrastructure (affecting market access), and cultural constraints (including restrictions on mobility and 

decision-making authority). 

Young women encounter distinct barriers related to limited work experience, early marriage pressures, and social norms restricting 

their economic participation. UN Women Data indicates that 35.56% of young women aged 15-24 are not in education, 
employment, or training (NEET), compared to 25.3% of young men, while 33.7% of women aged 20-24 were married before age 

18. 

Women with disabilities face additional layers of exclusion, with limited documentation of their participation in WEE and FI 

initiatives. The few available studies suggest that mainstream programs often fail to accommodate disability-related needs, while 

specialized programs remain limited in scope and reach. 

Patriarchal Structures and Cultural Constraints 

Feminist analysis reveals that patriarchal structures fundamentally constrain the effectiveness of WEE and FI initiatives. New Faces 

New Voices Zimbabwe research identifies several manifestations of patriarchal constraint: cultural norms requiring male consent 

for women's economic activities; inheritance practices favouring male heirs; lobola (bride price) systems that commodify women; 

and domestic violence that restricts women's mobility and decision-making autonomy. 

These cultural constraints interact with formal institutional barriers to create multiple layers of exclusion. Know Your Customer 
(KYC) requirements often demand male guarantors or family consent, while collateral requirements favour assets typically owned 

by men (land, vehicles, equipment). Such institutional practices, while appearing gender-neutral, reproduce patriarchal power 

relations within formal financial systems. 

Care Work and Time Poverty 

The systematic neglect of unpaid care work emerges as a fundamental constraint on women's economic empowerment. World 

Bank data reveals that women's disproportionate care responsibilities create time poverty that significantly limits their economic 

participation. Rural women particularly face additional burdens through water and fuel collection, with limited infrastructure 

investment to reduce these tasks. 
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Most WEE and FI initiatives fail to address care work constraints, instead assuming that women have unlimited time available for 

economic activities. This assumption reflects a fundamental misunderstanding of women's lived realities and contributes to program 

designs that may increase rather than reduce women's overall work burdens. 

Policy Implementation Challenges 

Institutional Capacity and Coordination 

The review identifies significant institutional capacity constraints that limit the effectiveness of WEE and FI initiatives. Zim 

Treasury highlights limited skills for gender analysis within government ministries, weak coordination between implementing 

agencies, and insufficient monitoring systems to track gendered outcomes. 

These capacity constraints reflect broader challenges in Zimbabwe's institutional landscape, including resource limitations, staff 

turnover, and competing policy priorities. The proliferation of WEE and FI initiatives across multiple agencies often creates 

coordination challenges and potential duplication of efforts. 

Resource Constraints and Sustainability 

Despite increased budget allocations, resource constraints remain a significant challenge for WEE and FI implementation. Many 
initiatives rely heavily on donor funding, creating sustainability concerns and potential misalignment between donor priorities and 

local needs. The emphasis on short-term, project-based interventions often prevents the sustained engagement necessary for 

transformative empowerment. 

Moreover, resource allocation patterns often favour urban and accessible rural areas, potentially excluding the most marginalized 

women who may face the greatest barriers to economic participation. Limited investment in rural infrastructure, 

telecommunications, and social services constrains the reach and effectiveness of many initiatives. 

Unintended Consequences and Reinforcement of Inequalities 

Reproduction of Gender Stereotypes 

Feminist analysis reveals that many WEE and FI initiatives may inadvertently reinforce gender stereotypes by channeling women 

into traditionally female-dominated sectors and activities. Microfinance programs often focus on handicrafts, food processing, and 

petty trading sectors characterised by low productivity, intense competition, and limited growth potential. 

While such focus may reflect women's existing skills and market opportunities, it may also perpetuate occupational segregation 
and limit women's access to higher-productivity sectors. Limited provision of non-traditional skills training or support for women 

entering male-dominated sectors suggests that many initiatives may reinforce rather than challenge existing gender divisions of 

labour. 

Increased Work Burdens 

Several studies suggest that economic empowerment initiatives may increase women's work burdens without correspondingly 

reducing their care responsibilities. Women participating in microfinance or entrepreneurship programs often add income-

generating activities to existing domestic and care work responsibilities, creating unsustainable workloads. 

This pattern reflects the failure of most initiatives to address structural factors that constrain women's time and energy. Without 

corresponding investment in social services, infrastructure, or efforts to redistribute care work within households and communities, 

economic empowerment programs may create additional stress rather than genuine liberation. 

Elite Capture and Exclusion of Marginalized Women 

Evidence suggests that many WEE and FI initiatives may be captured by relatively privileged women who already possess 

education, social networks, and economic resources. Rural women, women with disabilities, and women from minority ethnic 

groups appear underrepresented in many programs, despite facing the greatest barriers to economic participation. 

This pattern reflects broader challenges in development programming, where those most in need often face the greatest barriers to 

accessing support. Limited attention to targeting mechanisms, accessibility considerations, and positive discrimination in favour of 

marginalized groups suggests that many initiatives may inadvertently increase rather than reduce inequality among women. 

Digital Financial Services: Opportunities and Limitations 

Mobile Money and Digital Inclusion 

The rapid expansion of mobile money services represents a significant opportunity for advancing women's financial inclusion. Data 

shows that mobile money adoption increased from 54% to 74% between 2014 and 2022, with particular benefits for rural women 

who previously had limited access to formal financial services. 

However, feminist analysis reveals significant limitations in current digital financial service provision. Women's lower levels of 
digital literacy, limited access to mobile devices, and social constraints on technology use create new forms of exclusion within 
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supposedly inclusive digital systems. Moreover, the focus on basic payment services rather than comprehensive financial services 

limits the transformative potential of digital finance for women's economic empowerment. 

Gender Digital Divide 

The review identifies a persistent gender digital divide that constrains women's access to digital financial services and broader 

economic opportunities. Limited access to smartphones, internet connectivity, and digital literacy training creates barriers that 

particularly affect rural and older women. 

Policy responses to the digital divide remain limited, with most initiatives focusing on general digital literacy rather than addressing 

specific barriers faced by women. The absence of gender-responsive approaches to digital financial service design and delivery 

suggests missed opportunities for leveraging technology to advance women's empowerment. 

Comparative Analysis: Instrumental versus Transformative Outcomes 

Instrumental Empowerment: Access without Agency 

The evidence suggests that most WEE and FI initiatives in Zimbabwe have achieved instrumental rather than transformative 

empowerment outcomes. While women's access to financial services has improved dramatically, this access has not translated into 

fundamental changes in gender power relations or women's strategic decision-making autonomy. 

Instrumental outcomes include increased bank account ownership, higher participation in savings groups, and growth in women-

owned microenterprises. However, these achievements often occur within existing gender hierarchies and may not challenge 

underlying structural inequalities that constrain women's economic participation. 

Comparative Analysis with Other African Countries 

Zimbabwe's experience shares similarities with other African countries but also reveals unique patterns. The following comparative 

analysis examines three key areas. 

Table 4: Comparative Analysis With Other African Countries 

Country 

Financial 

Inclusion Rate 

(Women) 

Gender Gap in Credit 

Access 
Key Innovation Major Challenge 

Zimbabwe 83% 15 percentage points 
Women's Microfinance 

Bank 

Informal economy 

dominance 

Kenya 78% 8 percentage points M-Pesa ecosystem Rural-urban divide 

Rwanda 89% 4 percentage points Cooperative banking Limited product diversity 

South Africa 77% 12 percentage points Regulatory innovation High cost of credit 

Ghana 74% 18 percentage points Susu digitization Financial literacy gaps 

Digital Financial Services 

Kenya's M-Pesa model influenced Zimbabwe's mobile money development. However, Zimbabwe's hyperinflation history created 

unique trust issues with digital currencies. Women expressed greater skepticism about digital payments compared to men.  

Rwanda's cooperative banking model offers lessons for Zimbabwe. Cooperatives provide social collateral and peer support that 

traditional banking lacks. Zimbabwe's savings clubs could benefit from similar formal recognition and support. 

Policy Frameworks 

South Africa's regulatory sandbox approach enabled fintech innovation targeting women. Zimbabwe's restrictive regulatory 

environment limited similar innovations. Ghana's national financial inclusion strategy explicitly addresses gender gaps through 

targeted interventions. 

Rwanda's mandatory gender quotas in cooperative leadership increased women's decision-making power. Zimbabwe's cooperatives 

remain male-dominated despite majority female membership. 

Structural Challenges 

All five countries struggle with similar structural barriers including limited collateral, informal economy dominance, and care work 
burdens. However, successful interventions vary significantly based on local context. Zimbabwe's unique challenge lies in 

rebuilding trust in financial institutions after economic instability. This requires different approaches compared to countries with 

stable currencies. 
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Limited Transformative Impact 

Transformative empowerment requires fundamental changes in gender relations, institutional structures, and cultural norms that 
historically disadvantage women. The review finds limited evidence of such transformative impacts from current WEE and FI 

initiatives in Zimbabwe. 

Most initiatives focus on individual-level interventions (skills training, credit provision, business development) while paying 

insufficient attention to structural factors (legal frameworks, social norms, institutional practices) that perpetuate gender inequality. 

This focus on individual rather than structural change limits the potential for achieving transformative empowerment outcomes. 

Policy Gaps and Recommendations from Existing Literature 

Structural Policy Gaps 

The review identifies several critical policy gaps that limit the effectiveness of current WEE and FI approaches. These include: 

insufficient attention to unpaid care work and time poverty; limited challenge to patriarchal inheritance and property rights systems; 

inadequate provision of social services that could reduce women's care burdens; weak enforcement of gender equality legislation; 

and limited institutional accountability for gender equality outcomes. 

These gaps reflect broader challenges in translating policy commitments into concrete implementation strategies that address 

structural barriers to women's empowerment. The emphasis on technical interventions rather than structural transformation suggests 

fundamental limitations in current policy approaches. 

Intersectional Policy Responses 

Existing literature emphasizes the need for more intersectional policy responses that recognize the diverse circumstances and needs 

of different groups of women. This includes targeted support for rural women, women with disabilities, young women, and other 

marginalized groups who face multiple forms of discrimination and exclusion. 

However, current initiatives often treat women as a homogeneous group rather than recognizing internal diversity and differential 

needs. Limited attention to intersectional targeting, accessibility considerations, and culturally appropriate program design suggests 

significant opportunities for improving policy effectiveness. 

VI. Conclusion 

This systematic review provides comprehensive evidence that WEE and FI initiatives implemented in Zimbabwe between 2020 
and 2025 have achieved significant instrumental gains while falling short of transformative empowerment goals. The findings reveal 

a complex picture of progress and persistent limitations that have critical implications for policy development and feminist 

development practice. 

The quantitative achievements are substantial and should not be understated. Women's formal financial inclusion increased from 

69% to 83% between 2014 and 2022, effectively closing the gender gap in basic access to financial services. The establishment of 

specialized institutions like the Zimbabwe Women's Microfinance Bank, implementation of NFIS II with explicit gender targets, 

and adoption of gender-responsive budgeting frameworks demonstrate significant policy commitment to advancing women's 

economic empowerment. 

However, feminist analysis reveals fundamental limitations in current approaches that constrain their transformative potential. 

While women have gained access to financial services, this access has not translated into commensurate gains in economic agency, 

decision-making power, or structural empowerment. The persistence of significant gender gaps in wage employment (22% for 
women versus 41% for men), the concentration of 91.6% of employed women in informal work, and women's limited share of total 

bank loans (7.00% despite representing 83% of financially included adults) demonstrate that access alone is insufficient for genuine 

empowerment. 

The application of intersectionality theory reveals how multiple forms of disadvantage compound to exclude the most marginalized 

women from empowerment initiatives. Rural women, women with disabilities, young women facing early marriage pressures, and 

women from minority ethnic groups remain significantly underrepresented in most programs. This pattern suggests that current 

initiatives may inadvertently increase inequality among women while appearing to advance gender equality in aggregate terms. 

Post-colonial feminist analysis exposes how contemporary WEE and FI initiatives may reproduce neo-colonial relationships by 

emphasizing integration into global financial systems without addressing structural inequalities rooted in historical exploitation. 

The focus on market-based solutions and individual entrepreneurship often ignores collective approaches to economic 

empowerment and may undermine traditional support systems that historically provided economic security for women. 

The systematic neglect of unpaid care work emerges as perhaps the most fundamental constraint on transformative empowerment. 
Despite extensive documentation of how care responsibilities limit women's economic participation, most initiatives fail to address 

these constraints through social service provision, infrastructure investment, or efforts to redistribute care work within households 
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and communities. This omission suggests a profound misunderstanding of women's lived realities and contributes to program 

designs that may increase rather than reduce women's overall work burdens. 

Patriarchal structures within both formal institutions and informal cultural systems continue to constrain women's economic 

participation despite formal policy commitments to gender equality. KYC requirements demanding male consent, collateral 

requirements favouring male-owned assets, and cultural norms restricting women's mobility and decision-making autonomy create 

multiple layers of exclusion that technical interventions alone cannot address. 

The evidence suggests that current approaches to WEE and FI in Zimbabwe reflect what feminist scholars critique as the 

"instrumentalisation" of women's empowerment focusing on women's economic participation as a means to achieve development 

outcomes rather than as an end in itself. This instrumental approach may achieve statistical improvements in access and participation 

while failing to challenge the fundamental power relations that perpetuate gender inequality. 

Despite these limitations, the review identifies several promising practices and emerging innovations that point toward more 

transformative approaches. The adoption of gender-responsive budgeting, though imperfectly implemented, creates frameworks for 

systematic attention to gender impacts of public spending. Some initiatives demonstrate awareness of intersectional considerations 
and attempt to address multiple forms of disadvantage simultaneously. The recognition of digital financial services' potential, while 

acknowledging digital divide constraints, suggests opportunities for leveraging technology to advance empowerment if designed 

with explicit attention to gender equality goals. 

The findings contribute to broader scholarly debates about the relationship between financial inclusion and empowerment, 

demonstrating that access to financial services represents a necessary but insufficient condition for genuine empowerment. The 

Zimbabwe experience illustrates how instrumental gains can coexist with persistent structural exclusion, highlighting the 

importance of feminist analytical frameworks for revealing hidden dimensions of policy effectiveness. 

Implications and Contributions 

Theoretical Contributions 

This systematic review makes several significant theoretical contributions to feminist development studies and gender policy 

analysis. The integration of multiple feminist theoretical frameworks intersectionality, post-colonial feminism, and feminist 

economics within a systematic review methodology demonstrates the analytical power of multi-theoretical approaches to policy 
evaluation. This methodological innovation provides a replicable framework for feminist policy analysis that maintains scholarly 

rigor while advancing critical theoretical insights. 

The study advances understanding of the distinction between instrumental and transformative empowerment by providing empirical 

evidence of how these concepts manifest in specific policy contexts. The Zimbabwe case demonstrates how impressive statistical 

achievements in access and participation can coexist with limited structural transformation, contributing to scholarly debates about 

measuring and evaluating empowerment initiatives. 

The application of intersectionality theory to systematic policy review reveals how multiple forms of disadvantage compound to 

create complex patterns of inclusion and exclusion that aggregate statistics often obscure. This contribution advances 

methodological approaches to intersectional policy analysis and demonstrates the importance of disaggregated analysis for 

understanding policy effectiveness. 

Post-colonial feminist analysis of contemporary development initiatives provides insights into how historical patterns of 
exploitation continue to shape present-day policy relationships. The finding that WEE and FI initiatives may reproduce neo-colonial 

relationships through emphasis on market integration without structural transformation contributes to growing scholarship on 

decolonizing development practice. 

Policy Implications 

The findings carry significant implications for policy development in Zimbabwe and similar contexts. The evidence that access 

alone is insufficient for transformative empowerment suggests the need for fundamental shifts in policy approach, moving beyond 

technical interventions to address structural barriers and power relations that constrain women's economic participation. 

The persistence of patriarchal constraints within formal institutions highlights the importance of institutional transformation as a 

prerequisite for effective gender policy. This finding suggests that gender mainstreaming requires more than technical training or 

procedural modifications, in fact it demands fundamental examination and revision of institutional cultures, practices, and 

accountability mechanisms. 

The systematic neglect of unpaid care work in current policy approaches suggests urgent need for feminist economic principles to 
be integrated into policy design. This implies substantial investment in social services, infrastructure, and care redistribution 

strategies as essential components of economic empowerment programming. 

The evidence of elite capture and exclusion of marginalized women points to the necessity of explicit targeting mechanisms and 

positive discrimination strategies to ensure that empowerment initiatives reach those most in need. This finding challenges universal 
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approaches to WEE and FI programming and suggests the need for differentiated strategies that address diverse women's 

circumstances. 

For Zimbabwe specifically, the findings suggest several immediate policy priorities: operationalizing the Movable Collateral 

Registry to address collateral constraints; investing in rural infrastructure to reduce women's care work burdens; strengthening 

institutional capacity for gender analysis across government ministries; and developing targeted interventions for marginalized 

groups of women who remain excluded from mainstream programming. 

Contributions to International Development Practice 

The study provides critical insights for international development organizations implementing WEE and FI initiatives across Sub-

Saharan Africa and other developing regions. The finding that technical interventions may achieve impressive access statistics while 

failing to address structural inequalities challenges conventional approaches to program design and evaluation. 

The evidence that instrumental empowerment may coexist with persistent structural exclusion suggests the need for more 

sophisticated evaluation frameworks that assess transformative rather than merely technical outcomes. This implies developing 

indicators that capture changes in power relations, agency, and structural constraints rather than focusing primarily on access and 

participation metrics. 

The demonstration of how multiple forms of disadvantage compound to exclude marginalized women provides practical guidance 

for developing targeting strategies and accessibility considerations in program design. This finding emphasizes the importance of 

intersectional approaches to development programming that recognize women's diverse circumstances and needs. 

For donor organizations, the findings suggest the importance of supporting long-term, structural interventions rather than short-

term, project-based approaches that may achieve quick wins while failing to address root causes of inequality. This implies different 

funding modalities and evaluation timeframes that accommodate the extended periods necessary for structural transformation. 

Methodological Contributions 

The study demonstrates the feasibility and value of integrating feminist theoretical frameworks with systematic review 

methodology, providing a model for future research that combines critical analysis with evidence synthesis. This methodological 

innovation addresses longstanding tensions between feminist commitments to reflexivity and critical analysis and systematic review 

requirements for transparency and replicability. 

The development of quality assessment criteria adapted for feminist policy analysis contributes to methodological advancement in 

the field, providing tools for evaluating policy documents and grey literature using feminist analytical frameworks. These tools can 

be adapted for use in other contexts and policy domains. 

The integration of multiple data sources such as academic literature, policy documents, statistical reports, and grey literature within 

a coherent analytical framework demonstrates approaches to comprehensive evidence synthesis that maintains theoretical 

sophistication while achieving practical relevance. 

Implications for Feminist Development Studies 

The findings contribute to ongoing debates within feminist development studies about the relationship between women's economic 

participation and gender equality. The evidence that increased economic participation may coexist with persistent structural 

inequality provides empirical support for feminist critiques of mainstream development approaches that instrumentalize women's 

empowerment. 

The demonstration of how seemingly gender-neutral policies and institutions may reproduce patriarchal power relations contributes 

to feminist institutional analysis and highlights the importance of examining not only policy content but also implementation 

processes and institutional contexts. 

The evidence of how care work constraints fundamentally limit women's economic participation despite policy interventions that 

ignore these realities provides strong empirical support for feminist economic arguments about the centrality of care work to 

women's empowerment. This finding reinforces calls for development approaches that recognize and address care work as a 

fundamental development issue. 

Regional and Comparative Implications 

While focused on Zimbabwe, the study's findings carry broader implications for understanding WEE and FI initiatives across Sub-

Saharan Africa and other post-colonial contexts. The patterns identified, in particular the instrumental gains coexisting with 

persistent structural barriers appear consistent with experiences documented in other countries in the region. 

The evidence that post-colonial feminist analysis reveals hidden dimensions of contemporary development initiatives suggests the 
value of such analysis for understanding development policy effectiveness in other post-colonial contexts. The finding that current 

approaches may reproduce neo-colonial relationships through emphasis on market integration has implications for development 

practice across the Global South. 
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The identification of specific structural barriers such as patriarchal inheritance systems, care work constraints, and institutional 

discrimination provides insights that may be relevant across similar cultural and economic contexts in the region. This suggests 

potential for regional learning and policy coordination to address common challenges in advancing women's empowerment. 

Future Research Directions 

The study identifies several important directions for future research. Longitudinal studies tracking the same women over extended 

periods would provide stronger evidence about the long-term impacts of WEE and FI initiatives on empowerment outcomes. Such 

studies could examine how initial access to financial services translates into sustained empowerment or whether benefits dissipate 

over time. 

Comparative research across different Sub-Saharan African contexts would help identify which factors are specific to Zimbabwe 

versus those that reflect broader regional patterns. Such research could examine how different policy approaches, cultural contexts, 

and economic structures shape the effectiveness of WEE and FI initiatives. 

Participatory research that centres women's own perspectives and experiences of empowerment initiatives would provide crucial 

insights that complement the policy-focused analysis presented here. Such research could examine how women themselves 
understand and experience empowerment, what changes they prioritize, and how their perspectives align with or diverge from 

policy assumptions. 

Research specifically focused on marginalised groups namely the rural women, women with disabilities, and young women would 

provide essential insights into how intersectional disadvantages shape experiences of empowerment initiatives. Such research could 

inform more effective targeting strategies and program design approaches. 

Finally, action research that tests alternative approaches to WEE and FI based on feminist principles would provide evidence about 

the feasibility and effectiveness of more transformative approaches to empowerment. Such research could examine innovative 

models that explicitly address structural barriers and power relations while achieving practical empowerment outcomes. 

VII. Recommendations 

Based on the systematic review findings and feminist analysis, this study proposes an actionable recommendations organized by 

implementation timeframe and responsible actors. 

Immediate Actions (0-12 months) 

Recommendation 1: Establish Gender-Responsive Financial Products 

Responsible Actors:  

 Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe 

 Commercial Banks 

Specific Steps: 

1. Eliminate male guarantor requirements for women's loans below US$10,000 

2. Introduce flexible repayment schedules aligned with women's income patterns 

3. Develop savings products that account for irregular income flows 

4. Create special loan categories for care economy businesses 

Success Metrics: 50% increase in women's loan approvals, 30% reduction in default rates 

Proposed Budget: US$2 million for product development and staff training 

Recommendation 2: Expand Digital Financial Infrastructure 

Responsible Actors:  

 Ministry of Information, Communication  Technology (ICT) Postal  & Courier Services 

 Mobile Network Operators 

Specific Steps: 

1. Install 500 additional mobile money agents in rural areas 

2. Provide basic smartphones to 100,000 women through subsidized programs 

3. Develop offline-capable financial apps for areas with poor connectivity 
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4. Launch targeted digital literacy programs for women 

Success Metrics: 40% increase in rural women's digital payments usage 

Proposed Budget: US$15 million for infrastructure and device subsidies 

Medium-term Actions (1-3 years) 

Recommendation 3: Institutionalize Care Economy Support 

Responsible Actors:  

 Ministry of Women Affairs, Community, Small & Medium Enterprises Development 

 Local Authorities 

Specific Steps: 

1. Establish 200 community childcare centres in high-density areas 

2. Provide care allowances for women participating in training programs 

3. Integrate care work valuation into national accounting systems 

4. Create tax incentives for businesses providing childcare facilities 

Success Metrics: 60% increase in women's training program completion rates 

Propose Budget: US$25 million for infrastructure and allowances 

Recommendation 4: Reform Legal and Regulatory Framework 

Responsible Actors:  

 Parliament 

 Ministry of Justice, Legal and Parliamentary Affairs 

Specific Steps: 

1. Amend Matrimonial Property Act to strengthen women's property rights 

2. Eliminate discriminatory inheritance laws affecting women's collateral 

3. Mandate gender impact assessments for all financial regulations 

4. Establish specialized courts for gender-based economic disputes 

Success Metrics: 25% increase in women's property ownership certificates 

Proposed Budget: US$5 million for legal reform processes 

Long-term Transformation (3-5 years) 

Recommendation 5: Develop Comprehensive Gender-Responsive Budgeting 

Responsible Actors:  

 Ministry of Finance, Economic Development and Investment Promotion 

 All Government Departments 

Specific Steps: 

1. Allocate 30% of national budget to gender-responsive programs 

2. Establish gender budget monitoring units in all ministries 

3. Train 500 budget officers in gender analysis techniques 

4. Create public reporting mechanisms for gender budget outcomes 

Success Metrics: 50% improvement in gender parity indicators 

Proposed Budget: US$100 million annually for gender-responsive programs 

Recommendation 6: Transform Education and Skills Development 
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Responsible Actors:  

 Ministry of Primary and Secondary Education 

 Higher and Tertiary Education, Innovation, Science and Technology Development 

 Education,  

 Polytechnic Colleges  

 Vocational Training Centres  

 Industrial Training Centres 

 Teachers Colleges  

Specific Steps: 

1. Introduce mandatory gender studies in all curricula 

2. Provide scholarships for women in STEM and business fields 

3. Establish 50 women-only technical training centres 

4. Create mentorship programs linking successful women entrepreneurs with trainees 

Success Metrics: 40% increase in women's participation in non-traditional sectors 

Proposed Budget: US$50 million for educational transformation 

Stakeholder Engagement Framework 

Recommendation 7: Institutionalize Participatory Policy Development 

Responsible Actors:  

 All Government Departments,  

 Civil Society Organisations 

 International Developmental Partners  

Specific Steps: 

1. Establish women's advisory councils in all provinces 

2. Mandate community consultations for all WEE and FI programs 

3. Create feedback mechanisms for program beneficiaries 

4. Develop participatory monitoring and evaluation systems 

Success Metrics: 70% of women report feeling heard in policy processes 

Proposed Budget: US$8 million for consultation and feedback systems 

Stakeholder Voice - Women's Rights Advocate: "We need to be at the table when decisions are made, not just when they're 

implemented. Our lived experiences should shape policy from the beginning, not be consulted as an afterthought." 
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