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Global Issues
The #MeToo movement and Women’s March have had 
ripple effects globally, and women’s right and grass-
roots women’s groups are challenging narratives around 
the world.18 And it can sometimes seem like women 
around the world have made great strides to increase 
their presence in the business and political spheres. 

But challenges persist in ensuring equal rights and pro-
tections for women everywhere.  Economically, women 
worldwide face discrimination in hiring, restrictions in 
their economic mobility, lack rights to control their own 
incomes and own property, and bear and unequal share 
of unpaid care work. They also continue to face physical 
insecurities. An estimated 70% will experience physical 
or sexual violence in their lifetime and 15 million ado-
lescent girls (between 15 and 19) will have experienced 
forced sex at some point in their young lives.19 Initia-
tives to counter these realities require comprehensive 
approaches to secure women’s livelihoods and engage 
women as co-leaders in their own advancement.

18. Global Fund for Women (n.d.) Top 10 Moments for Women’s Rights in 2017. 
Retrieved from https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/top-10-moments-
for-womens-rights-2017/#.XabfjWhKjcs 

19. UN Women (2018) Facts and Figures: Ending Violence Against Women. 
Retrieved from http://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/ending-vio-
lence-against-women/facts-and-figures 

New Ideas

Japanese Medical School 
Accused of Rigging Admissions 
to Keep Women Out
New York Times 8/3/18 

Woman gang-raped inside 
beauty parlour in India
Khaleej Times 11/25/18

Brazil has a serious 
#MeToo Problem
Bloomberg 3/8/18

We can’t wait any longer 
for men to speak up for 
women’s safety
The Guardian 11/29/18

Redefinitions 
and Reductions 
in Harm

Women are the key to transforming leadership in the 
world. The traits that embody leadership for systemic 
change are qualities that distinguish women’s unique 
ways of leading. Women are 45% more likely than men 
to be seen as demonstrating empathy and outperform 
men in inspirational leadership, conflict management, 
organizational awareness, adaptability, and teamwork.20 

20. Korn Ferry (2016) Women Outperform Men in 11 of 12 Key Emotional Intel-
ligence Competencies. Retrieved from https://www.kornferry.com/press/
new-research-shows-women-are-better-at-using-soft-skills-crucial-for-
effective-leadership 

The Headlines
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In social entrepreneurship, women inspire impact differ-
ently – emphasizing changing behavior, mindsets, and 
culture – over the traditional, male-dominated franchise 
model of scaling up to different countries. Female Fel-
lows working this year to change systems for women 
in their communities are no different. We see examples 
of how social entrepreneurs challenge and shift soci-
etal norms, restructure harmful systems, and amplify 
women as leaders to enable them to change their com-
munities and society.

Challenging to change norms
There are countless societal pressures for women to look 
and behave in particular ways. The effects of these can 
be visible in the continued discrimination of women in 
the workplace or harassment on the streets, but there are 
also invisible consequences of harmful cultural norms. 
In Chile, Nerea de Ugarte has specifically focused two 
organizations, La Rebelion de Cuerpo (The Body Re-
bellion) and La Fundación Niñas Valientes (The Brave 
Girls Foundation) to fight the mental health complica-
tions that arise when girls and women find themselves 
unable to meet an impossible standard. La Rebelión 
de Cuerpo creates body positive content and publishes 
women’s testimonies to make an inclusive movement 
for all women. This work has gained enough traction to 
put pressure on companies to stop displaying imagery 
in advertisements that stereotype a woman’s body and 
portray negative gender roles. She has been able to get 
public pledges from companies like Steve Madden, Pop-
eyes, Canada Dry, Watt’s, and Claro Chile, to discontinue 
this harmful practice. Nerea also works directly with girls 
through workshops that arm them with tools to mediate 
mental health issues and bullying from a gender lens. La 
Rebelión del Cuerpo has over 50,000 Instagram follow-
ers, over 1,500 volunteers throughout Chile and around 
the world, and chapters in 10 different regions of Chile 
and Argentina, Spain, Mexico, and Australia. 

Restructuring 
systems to reduce harm 
In Bolivia, Daniela Valdivia is addressing gender-based 
violence by redefining masculinity to reduce the alarm-
ing number of femicides and incidences of sexual 
abuse. She recognized that challenging patriarchal 
practices meant bringing men into the conversation. 
Therefore, her programs at Huellas y Futuro, which be-
gan in schools to share tools with parents, children, and 
teachers about how to identify, prevent, and break cycles 
of violence, are now being introduced to unlikely allies 
like the military and police force. Moreover, Daniela is 
influencing legal and political practices at regional and 
national levels as a result of her advocacy, including the 
passage of laws on gender-based violence, which did 
not previously exist. 
 
From an approach to change the mindsets of perpetra-
tors to a new victim-centered tactic of reporting sexual 
assault, Jess Ladd is flipping the way legal and medical 
professionals in the United States respond. She founded, 
Callisto, an online reporting tool, which began at two 

colleges and has grown to 13 campuses, supporting 
over 149,000 students. A survivor of sexual assault can 
securely create time-stamped records of the assault 
which is reported to their college when they are ready to 
take action. If a repeat offender is named, the report is 
automatically sent to relevant institutions and authori-
ties. Jess is disrupting a system where victims and the 
structural causes of gender-based violence have been 
ignored. Her reporting tool applies pressure on existing 
institutions and players in the complex system – from 
HR departments to the police to lawyers – and provides 
new mechanism for accountability in universities that 
had been previously overlooked.

Two Fellows are addressing quality of life issues for 
incarcerated women through institutional reform. In 
Mexican prisons, families of incarcerated women have 
had to ensure they have access to cash, as the govern-
ment does not provide basic personal products, like 
sanitary napkins, shampoo, and toothpaste. Companies 
have taken advantage of incarcerated women’s lack of 
cash resources and have employed them in substandard 
working conditions. Daniela Ancira addresses this with 
her program, La Cana, which is fundamentally shifting 
the system of prison labor by ensuring the passage of 
new legislation that incentivizes companies to employ 
inmates at fair wages and in good conditions. She mod-
els how this can reduce recidivism with her own social 
enterprise that produces knitting and embroidery and 
pays women more inside the prison than they earned 
outside. Erica Gerrity is working on changing correction-
al institutions in the United States to improve women’s 
health access. Specifically, she is working to improve 
the conditions for the 6-10% of women who enter prison 
when pregnant and find a prison healthcare system 
ill-equipped for maternal care. Through partnerships 
with the University of Minnesota and pilot programs 
with prisons in two states, Erica’s organization Ostara 
is poised to spread a cost-effective model for improved 
prenatal and maternal health to ensure that the 75% of 
incarcerated women who are mothers are able to have 
autonomy over their bodies and dignity in care.

Amplifying  
Female leadership
A persistent theme in the work of Fellows who aim to 
improve the autonomy of women around the world is 
to enable authentic leadership opportunities. In Tur-
key, Huriye Goncuoglu’s organization, Fisherwomen of 
Turkey, is training fisherwomen who have been histori-
cally left out of decision making to be leaders of eco-
nomic autonomy and environmental protection. There 
are 100,000 fisher families in Turkey’s coastal areas, 
producing 1,000 tons of fishery products annually, yet 
the communities are largely impoverished. Women 
from the families are often overworked and exploited 
for their labor and lack visibility, work safety, and equal 
pay. Through a holistic training program with a focus on 
professional development and leadership, Fisherwomen 
of Turkey is enabling leaders to take charge in their com-
munities and leading a movement for women to demand 
equal rights and improved livelihoods. Huriye plans to 
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adapt the model to other industries 
and locations across the country. 

Alexandra Machado is paving a 
pathway for strong female leader-
ship with her Girl Move Academy 
in Mozambique. As the 6th poorest 
country in the world21 where the 
median age for first birth of a child 
is 19.7,22 women in Mozambique 

21. IMF (2018) World Economic Outlook. 
Retrieved from https://www.imf.org/en/
Publications/WEO/Issues/2018/09/24/
world-economic-outlook-october-2018 

22. Trading Economics (n.d.) Mozambique - 
Fertility rate, total. Retrieved from https://
tradingeconomics.com/mozambique/fertility-
rate-total-births-per-woman-wb-data.html 

lag behind their male counterparts 
in literacy – only 28% of adult 
females can read.23 In light of this, 
Alexandra has focused on identify-
ing female university graduates 
who can help uplift women across 
the country. She finds participants 
through a competitive selection 
process and gives them a one-
year scholarship for a post-grad 
program on entrepreneurship and 
service leadership. Under the guid-
ance of national and international 

23. USAID (2017) Education | Mozambique. Re-
trieved from https://www.usaid.gov/mozam-
bique/education 

experts, they engage in service 
work in informal settlements in 
three cities to pass on their learn-
ings to other young women in these 
communities. The 64 Girls Movers, 
who have completed the program, 
have already mentored 2,400 12-
year old girls, and 80% of the men-
tees have transitioned to secondary 
school (against the 24% nationwide 
average). By focusing on women 
leadership, Alexandra is betting on 
a trickle-down effect that ensures 
that adolescent girls are protected 
from early school drop-out, forced 
marriage, and child pregnancy.

How to Keep 
Girls in School
It is not new knowledge that girls’ menstruation 
can have an adverse effect on their attendance in 
school – Always, leading sanitary pad company 
has shed light on the situation in their advertising 
campaigns and we have several Ashoka Fellows 
working across the world to address the issue.24 
But in Liberia, the problem is especially acute. The 
school dropout rate at grade 5 (the average age 
when a girl reaches menses) is 73% for girls.

To address this, Naomi Solanke uses the produc-
tion and distribution of sanitary napkins as an 
organizing strategy to tackle the myriad challeng-
es that women and girls face in the country. She 
introduced a reusable pad, certified by the Ministry 
of Health, to bolster the economic sustainability of 
existing women’s cooperatives that were orga-
nized but struggled to have productive livelihoods. 
Her organization, The Community Health Initiative, 
provides practical trainings to construct the pads 
combined with information on sexual reproductive 
health, business management, financial literacy, 
and sexual abuse. Her Live, Lead, Learn groups 
engage teenage mothers in peer support groups 
which helps them to return to school or join an 
income-generating women’s cooperative. The 
work is currently operating in 21 communities and 
Naomi is working with the Ministry of Education 
to incorporate reproductive health education in 
primary schools.

24. Always (n.d.). Helping Girls Across the World. Retrieved from 
https://always.com/en-us/about-us/girl-empowerment-through-
out-the-world-with-always 

The Opportunity:

More female changemakers
How can we redefine success for women entre-
preneurs to enable their growth and opportunity?

While women worldwide have made strides in critical 
areas such as health, education, and political empow-
erment, it is estimated that, given the current rates of 
change, the global gender gap will not be closed for 
another 100 years, and it will be another 217 years before 
economic gender parity is achieved.25 In the face of such 
strikingly slow progress, we know that women entrepre-
neurs are uniquely capable of pushing the advancement 
of all women, and communities, forward.

Although the success of women entrepreneurs is well-
documented, women innovators systematically face a 
lack of access to capital, social and financial, that would 
allow them to grow entrepreneurial initiatives, build 
networks, and scale their impact. The structural and 
social challenges begin in childhood and adolescence, 
when girls and young women are less encouraged and 
equipped to master changemaking skills and employ 
them to create social initiatives. Ashoka’s Women in 
Social Entrepreneur initiative (WISE) is an innovative 
and collaborative program that identifies and addresses 
the gender-specific challenges that stand in the way 
of women becoming leading social entrepreneurs and 
changemakers in their communities. WISE is redefin-
ing success and impact in social entrepreneurship from 
a gendered perspective and working to create a global 
mindset shift that acknowledges women’s unique ways 
of leading and changemaking.

25. Duke, S. (2017) “The key to closing the gender gap? Putting more women in 
charge” World Economic Forum Retreived from https://www.weforum.org/
agenda/2017/11/women-leaders-key-to-workplace-equality/ 
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About Ashoka 
Ashoka believes the most powerful force for change in the 
world is a new idea in the hands of the right person. With this 
conviction, we pioneered the field of social entrepreneurship 
38 years ago. Ever since, we’ve bet on the optimists and the 
adventurous among us who see the world not as it is but 
as it should be. Year after year, they forge new pathways to 
get us there, growing unexpected ideas into transformative 
social progress.

Leading social entrepreneurs are not heroes working in 
isolation. Their success depends on creating roles for 
ordinary people — parents, refugees, computer scientists, 
farmers, and young people — to play an important part in 
the solution. With each new leading social entrepreneur 
we nurture, therefore, Ashoka is creating a different kind of 
future: one where each of us looks inside ourselves and sees 
a changemaker.

Methods

Ashoka’s approach 
to supporting tomorrow’s 
social innovations

After 38 years of electing the world’s leading systems 
changing social entrepreneurs, Ashoka knows how to find 
new ideas. For this analysis of our 2018 Fellows we tapped 
into the resources of our Ashoka process to mine the reports, 
interview notes, reflections, and writings of our teams across 
the globe who are expert innovation spotters and who have 
deeply examined the work of potential Fellows. The learnings, 
patterns, and insights we cull during the rich Fellow selection 
process provided the baseline data for this report.
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Partner with us
We are always looking for new partners to help us find and support Ashoka Fellows around 
the world to advance systemic change in new and growing fields. please contact Maria 
Clara Pinheiro mpinheiro@ashoka.org for more information on how you or your organization 
can help us continue to grow the largest global network of social entrepreneurs.

Donate to Ashoka’s 
Global Venture Fund 
Global Venture Fund is a pool of philanthropic funds dedicated to finding and electing new 
Ashoka Fellows. The Fund prioritizes supporting the search and selection of social entre-
preneurs in emerging or underrepresented areas of innovation, and under-resourced geog-
raphies. Please visit ashoka.org/donate and indicate Global Venture Fund in your donation.

Recommend a candidate
Do you know a systems-changing social entrepreneur who could benefit from the financial and 
network support of the Ashoka Fellowship? Nominate them at ashoka.org/engage/recommend/fellow. 
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