Gender Lens Investing in India:

An Investor’s Perspective
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LESS THAN A FIFTH OF INDIAN START-UPS
ARE WOMEN-LED

P PP POPPPPOPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPOPPPPPOPOPPPPPPOPOOPOPIPOICOPOPOPIOOPOPOPESPEDS

Various researches and industry interactions
indicate that India faces significant challenges in
creating an enabling environment for women's
entrepreneurship. As per government statistics
for 2016, while India currently has a massive 8
million women-led businesses, these represent
only 14% of this segment of organizations in the
country. Further, according to a Nasscom report,
within the startup segment, only 18% of the
startups in India are led by at least one woman
founder. In fact, India ranked 48 among the 57
countries evaluated under the 2018 Mastercard
Index of Women Entrepreneurs. Significant
constraints for Indian women entrepreneurs are
access to knowledge, networks, and capital due
to socially entrenched gender biases in the
entrepreneurship ecosystem.
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INDIA CURRENTLY HAS A MASSIVE 8 MILLION
WOMEN-LED BUSINESSES, BUT THESE
REPRESENT ONLY 14% OF THIS SEGMENT OF
ORGANIZATIONS IN THE COUNTRY
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Several global development and investment
institutions have shared these concerns, and
there have been several efforts to bring this
concern to the fore. In this context, the term -
Gender Lens Investing - was coined around
2009 and became an increasingly popular
practice in the mid-2010s.

As per Stanford Social Review, Gender Lens
Investing refers to ‘the deliberate incorporation
of gender factors into investment analysis and
decisions.’

The fifth STEP Pitchfest 2023 was held in

Delhi this April. The event brought
together women entrepreneurs,
investors, service providers, and
ecosystem enablers to showcase

innovative ideas and solutions by women
across various industries. The event aimed
to provide a platform for women to
access funding opportunities, gain
valuable feedback from experts, and build
meaningful connections within the
business community.

We took this opportunity to bring
together a panel of experts and investors
to understand their practices, views, and
vision toward investing in women-led
businesses. This approach, called
‘Gender-lens Investing' seeks to promote
gender equality and empower women
through capital allocation to companies
prioritizing gender diversity and equity. It
is becoming increasingly important in
India, where gender inequality remains a
significant challenge. This op-ed briefly
summarizes our desk-based research on
Gender Lens Investing in India and the
panel’s views.

Three common goals or strategies that
underlie gender lens investing:
* Increasing access to capital for
women entrepreneurs,
e Fostering workplace equity,
e Developing products and services that
benefit women and girls

The panel discussion focused on the specific
aspects associated with access to capital for

women entrepreneurs.
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GENDER-LENS INVESTING IS CRITICAL TO
UNLOCRKING WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION IN
THE INDIAN STARTUP ECOSYSTEM
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The Nasscom report also found that between
2019 and 2022, women-led startups raised just
17% of the investment deals in India. The reality
for early-stage women entrepreneurs is much
more bleak.

Ms. Seema Chaturvedi shared that in her
experience, the playing field for access to
capital is clearly unlevelled. She explained that
the 17% figure may be misleading as it is
influenced by a small number of startups that
have successfully overcome the barriers. With
those out of the data, a mere 2% of the actual
funding is allocated to women-led businesses
in India. During the U.S. State Department’s All
India Road Show for Women's Economic
Empowerment through Entrepreneurship
program, she met women participants from 20
States in India. She discovered that despite
having promising proposals, women
entrepreneurs faced difficulty securing
funding due to inherent gender biases in the
ecosystem. She shared, “The problem is
serious. We need to act fast. | strongly believe
Gender-lens Investing is crucial for promoting
inclusive and sustainable economic
development.”
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GENDER LENS INVESTING CAN GENERATE
STRONG FINANCIAL PERFORMANCE
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Here are some reasons why gender lens
investing is vital for India:
1. Economic Empowerment: Gender lens

investing can help to promote economic
empowerment for women in India by providing
them access to capital and resources. This can
help to create new opportunities for women
entrepreneurs and business leaders and can
also help to promote gender diversity in the
workplace.

2. Addressing Gender Inequality: Gender
lens investing can help to address the
gender inequality that exists in India by
supporting companies that prioritize
gender diversity and equity. This can help
create a more inclusive ecosystem where
women have equal opportunities to
succeed and thrive.

3. Social Impact: Gender lens investing can
have a positive social impact by supporting
companies committed to promoting gender
equality and empowering women. This can
help create a just and equitable society
where everyone gets an opportunity to
reach their full potential.

4. Financial Returns: Gender lens investing
can also generate financial returns for
investors, as companies that prioritize
gender diversity and equity are often more
innovative, resilient, and successful in the
long run.

In conclusion, gender lens investing can
serve as a vital strategy to promote gender
equality and empower women in India.
Investors can promote a more inclusive and
equitable society and generate financial
returns by investing capital in companies
prioritizing gender diversity and equity.

Mr. Karan Verma, co-founder of Faad
Network (an AIF that invests in early-stage
startups) agrees. When he co-founded the
Faad network, he didn't specifically think of
investing with a gender lens. Nonetheless,
his perception of startups led by women has
become increasingly positive over time.

Karan shared, “If given the opportunity,
women entrepreneurs are equally capable
of handling a company, and | have never
been disappointed in this regard. | admire
the exceptional ability of female
entrepreneurs to manage their businesses
independently.”

While the Faad network doesn't have a
specific gender-based investment policy,
~25% of companies on the Faad Network
Portfolio are women-led.



He feels that as an investor, what matters Dr. Aarti Gupta is a seasoned investment
most is identifying exceptional founders, strategist, Chief Investment Officer at DBR
regardless of their gender. Nevertheless, he Ventures, and the National Head for FICCI FLO
believes that achieving a gender-equitable startups. She shared that according to
ecosystem is a far-off prospect currently, research, women-led businesses tend to
and proactive intervention is undoubtedly generate higher revenue in the long run.
necessary. To give a boost to women's Almost 40% of the startups in her portfolio are

entrepreneurship, Karan is about to start an women-led. For her, it is a conscious financial
accelerator program for women decision rather than a charitable act. During
entrepreneurs. the panel discussion, she asserted that what is
tecececeseresssccossccscccccscssssssssssneneseesesss D€ING dOne is Not enough, and at this pace, it
WHILE GENDER LENS INVESTING IS would take us 286 years to reach gender

N B o parity, which is very unfair. She shared, “The
GAINING TRACTION, WE STILL HAVE A biases start at the pitching stage itself, and
LONG WAY TO GO FOR THE REQUIRED the funders’ attitude toward the male
LEVELS OF IMPLEMENTATION entrepreneurs is very different from their

female counterparts. There is a tendency to
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ask male entrepreneurs about their plans for

Gender lens investing is a relatively new achieving success, whereas their female
concept in India, but it is gaining traction as counterparts are frequently asked how they
more investors recognize the importance of  plan to evade failure.”

promOting gender equality and empowering oOoOoG GSFFIGCFSIIVIOIOIIPFOIIVPIFPIFOPIPPPPPIPOIPPOPOPPIPOPLPLIOPPPPPVOIOPPOIOLOPPOPPOIOLVPOPLVOPLVVOIVPVPOIPPOFDYS
women. While there is no official data on the

prevalence of gender lens investing in India, WOMENMUST SUPPORTAND INVESTIN
several initiatives and organizations are now EACH OTHER'S BUSINESSES TO ENSURE
actively promoting this approach. MORE OPPORTUNITIES FOR WOMEN-LED
BUSINESSES TO THRIVE

For example, the Women’s Livelihood Bond,
launched in 2017, is a gender lens investment
vehicle that aims to raise capital to support
women entrepreneurs and micro-businesses
in Southeast Asia. The fund has raised over
$50 million to date and has invested in a
diverse portfolio of companies that prioritize
gender diversity and equity.
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Research indicates that women investing in
women entrepreneurs would be great for
bridging the investment gaps for women
entrepreneurs. However, in India, out of the
12,000 angel investors in India, only 1% are
women. Karan strongly believes that the ratio
of women investing in women founders needs
Similarly, the Indian Angel Network (IAN) has  to be improved. Women must support and
launched an initiative called IAN Her, which invest in each other's businesses to ensure
focuses on investing in women-led startups  more opportunities for women-led businesses
in India. Its primary objective is to bridge the  to thrive. Dr. Aarti feels that both male and
gender gap by providing ~women female funders should actively work together
entrepreneurs  with  financial = support, to move the needle and unleash the

mentorship, and networking avenues. transformative power of equity for the startup
In addition, several impact investment firms  gcosystem.

and social enterprises in India are

incorporating gender lens investing into their ~ we can conclude that while gender lens
investment  strategies.  For  example, jnvesting is still in its early stages in India,
Aavishkaar, a leading impact investment there is growing awareness and interest in this

firm in India, has launched a gender lens  spproach among investors and entrepreneurs.
fund that invests in companies that promote

gender diversity and equity.



As more investors recognize the importance of promoting gender equality and empowering
women, gender lens investing will likely become more common in India in the coming years.
Besides conscious policy action by investors, women-led investing can be a catalyst to
unlock a significant, meaningful opportunity for women-led startups.
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