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Countries cannot be truly democratic or prosperous if half of their populations are disenfranchised from the political and economic spheres.  For this reason, women’s participation in entrepreneurship, policymaking, and civil society is essential for the development of a healthy, egalitarian democratic country.   Approximately 35 World Movement participants from 20 countries came together to discuss this theme, focusing on cross-regional challenges facing women and sharing strategies for success.  
Three presenters launched the workshop with examples of women’s economic empowerment in their own countries.  Camelia Bulat discussed the example of the Coalition of Women Business Associations in Romania (CAFA), which was founded in 2004 by a group of nine associations that wanted to build a stronger, united voice to advocate for their needs.  Now, CAFA is regularly invited to policy debates on top issues including Romania’s fiscal code, and membership has increased to 19 associations across the country.

Selima Ahmad described her experiences as an entrepreneur and the founder of the Bangladesh Women Chamber of Commerce and Industry.  Democracy facilitates women’s empowerment and entrepreneurship, she noted, and this in turn helps to build a prosperous country and a better future.  BWCCI recently experienced a huge policy success when the Central Bank of Bangladesh adopted recommendations to increase access to credit for women entrepreneurs.

Monica Hernandez discussed the ways that microfinance can empower women, as well as the importance of leadership, self-esteem, and values.  If a woman does not believe in herself and her ability to succeed, it is unlikely that she will accomplish her goals.  Rather, she should know that she is capable of solving her own problems instead of expecting a solution from someone else. 
A reoccurring theme in the workshop was what participants called the ‘glass ceiling of the mind.’  The traditional concept of the glass ceiling is a large problem in many countries, but too frequently, women also hold themselves back by believing that they deserve less than men.  It is essential that to overcome that mental barrier in order for women to achieve their full potential. 

Other questions addressed how to use foreign resources, how to build family support for women involved in business outside of the home, and how to handle the large risk and responsibility involved in opening a business (often when juggling other important family responsibilities).  Another key issue raised was that both men and women play a role in facilitating women’s economic empowerment in an inclusive environment.  Overall, participants agreed that building such an inclusive environment requires systemic change at the policy level, so that women do not have to overcome regulatory barriers – to owning property, opening a business, or gaining access to finance – in order to succeed economically.
Participants offered success stories from their own countries, such as women’s essential role in the ‘economic rebirth’ of Liberia after the war.  And, in Romania, the Association of Business Women and Top Managers has held a very high-profile competition every year that recognizes women of success in the economic, political, and social spheres.  
Women’s economic empowerment benefits the individual, the family, the community, and the country.  Ultimately, women are a resource to their countries and should be recognized as such.   Models of successful women are essential role models and sources of inspiration for others who aspire to open a business or to get involved in policymaking.  For women who want change, it is important to have a goal and get involved!  Developing a strategy, forming a coalition, or conducting advocacy are some ways that individual women can have a positive impact on the economic empowerment of other women in their country or around the world.  Finally, knowledge is key – women need to know their rights and have the opportunity to receive an education before they can reach their full potential as active citizens and economic actors.
