
A Woman’s Place at the Table of International Development  
 

As an international community, we are realizing that women and girls are an integral component to 

addressing development challenges: women make up nearly 40 percent of the world’s population—2.7 

billion people—and a majority of them live in poverty, struggling to survive on less than $2 per day.
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Providing these actors with the resources they need to support and empower their children and 

communities makes a marked and statistical difference in organizations’ and programs’ success.   

 

Yet, despite these advancements, leadership in international development agencies and organizations 

remain largely empty of female participation.  I do not mean to suggest that women do not participate in 

international development efforts; to the contrary, women make up nearly 63% of the U.S. Peace Corps 

volunteer base, and this statistic has been reaffirmed by my experiences in the field.   But where are the 

female leaders, especially the minorities?  Even as foreign aid is increasing to women and women-

focused programs, the percentage of women in leadership positions in the international development 

sector is lagging. 

 

There have been a few milestones in the international development community. For instance, in July 

2010, the United Nations General Assembly created UN Women, the United Nations entity for gender 

equality and the empowerment of women. In doing so, UN member states took a historic step in 

accelerating the organization’s goals on gender equality and the empowerment of women. 
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 At the helm 

of this initiative is Executive Director Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, former Deputy President of South 

Africa.  She has been an incredible influence on the UN in particular and the field in general.  Nancy 

Birdsall, founding president of the Center for Global Development, is another example.  From 1993 to 

1998, she oversaw a $30 billion public and private loan portfolio at the Inter-American Development 

Bank.  She now serves as an author and director in Washington, DC for the Center for Global 

Development.   So while there are organizations and programs that give me hope that there may be further 

opportunities for women, they are few and far between.  

 

The reason for this gap, I believe, is that there is more talk of the importance and significance of having 

woman at the top than there is action on addressing the causes of why women in leadership occurs at such 

a sluggish pace.  What do I mean?  Speaking and discussing with women most reoccurring challenges that 

arise to women obtaining and keeping leadership positions are the social challenges of personal 

relationships, family, and travel; as well as access to leadership training, and leadership role opportunities. 

These challenges can only be addressed by both men and women if we want to see more women in 

leadership positions in international development.  

 

The present day statistics are not promising that the situation is going to change overnight. In an article 

published by the Guardian “Women in leadership: 'It's not going to work the way we're doing it” states 

                                                           
1
 See Millennium Project, “Fast Facts: The Faces of Poverty.”  

www.unmillenniumproject.org/resources/fastfacts_e.htm. 
2
 See more at: http://www.unwomen.org/ca/about-us/about-un-women#sthash.8ZikNYdT.dpuf 

http://www.peacecorps.gov/
http://www.un.org/en/ga/about/background.shtml
http://www.unwomen.org/lo/about-us/about-un-women
http://www.unwomen.org/en/about-us/directorate/executive-director/ed-bio
http://www.cgdev.org/expert/nancy-birdsall
http://www.cgdev.org/expert/nancy-birdsall
http://www.cgdev.org/expert/nancy-birdsall
http://www.iadb.org/en/inter-american-development-bank,2837.html
http://www.iadb.org/en/inter-american-development-bank,2837.html
http://www.unwomen.org/ca/about-us/about-un-women#sthash.8ZikNYdT.dpuf


that women only head 12-14% of the NGOs with the largest budgets in the US.
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 Women are faced with 

the social challenge of being pigeon holed as mothers, sisters, daughters, wives, and girlfriends; they’re 

expected to do these things in addition to being leaders, while men only need to be leaders.  

 

As an African-American woman who made the leap four years ago to leave the corporate world behind in 

favor of more purposeful work. I ventured into international development via the Peace Corps with child-

like enthusiasm to change the world or at least make it better. My career thus far consisted of 

management and senior management positions with Fortune 500 companies in mostly male dominated 

sectors such as transportation, distribution, and operations. Serving in Mali and Ghana as a business 

development advisor, I experienced the social challenges that if not addressed could discourage women 

from vying for higher level leadership positions.  

 

As women we face barriers to climbing the leadership ladder that aren’t necessarily experienced by our 

male counterparts. While my male colleagues were approached by host country partners with questions 

on effective strategies and capacity building, I was repeatedly interrogated on why my left hand lacked a 

wedding ring or why I left home to do this type of work; “Didn’t I want a family?” 

 

On several occasions as I served as a PCV, I would find myself getting frustrated by those who 

challenged my leadership and said it was different, not like a man’s.  My leadership style consisted of 

inclusivity when making decisions, I engaged the people being affected by my decisions by asking 

questions and finding root causes before jumping into problem solving. Nevertheless, as I closed out my 

27 month Peace Corps service, my commitment and passion for development was not deterred but the 

realizations that my decisions about travel, family, and personal relationships that I should relish making 

as I transitioned in the next chapter of my life were now possibly barriers to my success.  

 

Society accepts women as care givers, nurturers, the ones who make everything better but these titles are 

seen as yokes rather than instruments that can enhance our abilities as leaders.  Do I want to be married 

and have children of course I do but while men can be father, husbands, and CEOs; I am forced to choose 

which of these roles are most important to me or even worst which of them I’m willing to sacrifice for the 

other. Women and men need to challenge society to see women as leaders in addition to all the other roles 

we take on.  

 

During the month of March we celebrate the exceptional women who have paved the trails before us, but 

even as we celebrate the advancements of women, we need to be sure not to remain stagnant in the wins 

of the past. We have to do more than just talk; we have to gain the skills, use the tools, engage in the 

activities, and create the opportunities that will propel us into leadership roles.  Movements such as 

LeanIn.org and the recently trending #BanBossy campaign are formidable attempts to change societal 

misconceptions of women in leadership, but it’s going to take more than catchy titles, superstar 

endorsements, and sexy hashtags to get us into the director’s circle. If the international development 

community truly wishes to address the challenges faced by women and girls in developing nations then 

women have to have a permanent place at the leadership table.   
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