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Abstract
The future of f inance is feminist. Development f inance is funded by 
people, for the ostensible improvement of economic conditions worldwide. 
However, it has received little scrutiny and is often unrepresentative in its 
leadership and opaque in its practices. Citizens should be more conscious 
and active in determining how this money is spent, and the focus should 
be on solving systemic issues for the long term.
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Over more than twenty-five years of working in innovation and impact, I came 
to two conclusions: the first is that our public and international finance system 
needed significant reform for a more just world. The second is that despite the 
welcome appearance of female leaders like Christine Lagarde and Kristalina 
Georgieva, the first women to lead two of the most powerful public finance 
institutions, the European Central Bank and the International Monetary Fund, 
the investment agenda needs to follow at all levels. While both Lagarde and 
Georgieva have been outspoken about the need to “build back better,” and have 
mentioned women, low-wage workers, and climate in ways their predecessors 
did not, they lead large organizations whose working practices and resource 
allocations do not always align with the ambition or rhetoric at the top.

I started my career in the mid 1990s in corporate innovation. Innova-
tion—an overused word—in this context meant taking a consumer product 
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and f iguring out how to price it and market it to more buyers. Fifteen or 
so years later, I was working with large multinationals and their teams all 
over the world. Something kept bugging me: the places and the things that 
needed innovation most weren’t getting new solutions or attention, while 
there was all this brutal competition and stupendous talent busy launching 
another brand of toothpaste or mobile phone tariff.

I wanted to know who was working on innovations to increase access and 
lower the cost of affordable energy, clean water, healthcare, education, and 
all the other things the world needed most. While there were small social 
innovations or Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) units in my clients’ 
companies, they usually had no more than ten people. They would control 
very little budget directly, amounts less than promotional fees for new 
shampoo. I also noticed that the majority of decision-makers were men, 
even though their teams of employees were women, and most expected 
consumers. Finally, though the companies were global and the workforce 
international, most people came from the highest, best educated elites—and 
had never known poverty. It was rare for them to take an interest in making 
a product more affordable or a business model more inclusive.

In 2010, I left big corporate and went to work for a new kind of company, 
an “impact business,” that delivered an innovation to connect the more 
than a billion people who did not have access to mobile phones, particularly 
women, smallholder farmers and merchants, and other excluded or non-
urban populations in Africa and Asia.

Given the size of the problem—and the opportunity—I started to get 
curious about how all these innovations and innovative companies develop-
ing solutions to meet fundamental needs get funded. That’s when I learnt 
about development f inance: its history, its present, and the fact that it’s not 
doing the job of funding much of what the world needs most.

What is the Definition and History of Development Finance?

Most countries in the Global North, particularly Western Europe, Scandina-
via, the United States (US), Canada, and Australia, have had long-standing 
commitments to provide 0.7 per cent of their Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) towards international development. The history of this target is 
often aspirational and subject to political whim. There is even an article 
on most common criticisms at Britannica.2

2	 https://www.britannica.com/topic/foreign-aid/Criticism
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There is something strange about previous colonizers giving back a frac-
tion of what they took from their colonies and calling it “aid.”

Leaving aside any political or philosophical challenges about strategy, 
power, or objectivity in development spending, there is also a very practical 
one: is the money being spent in the most effective way? Critics like Owen 
Barder3 have pointed out that the answer is no.

These funds are much more important now than ever before to meet 
the world’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Development f inance 
money from wealthy countries is supposed to de-risk investment in poorer 
ones so that private sector money can follow along, which we need to move 
“billions” (public money) to “trillions” (private money).

There are a few issues with this setup. For a start, development finance money 
is fundamentally yours and my money from taxes, but citizens rarely have a 
visibility or a say in how it’s spent. The organizations who administer this budget 
are often caught between two paradigms: use money to achieve outcomes or use 
it to achieve financial returns. Development banks often have charters that do 
not allow for them to take risks. Therefore, the innovative high-growth start-ups 
go unfunded, while public money invests in what are already good investments, 
just in geographies less well-served by private investors: bridges or power plants, 
not an EdTech start-up. Whole sets of the SDGs are underfunded: for instance, 
landscape restoration, because the business models and established practices 
of the development banks do not know how to invest in them.

Changing how this works is diff icult, as there is little diversity in the 
development finance talent pool, and few people who challenge how it works 
from the inside. The management is usually recruited from mainstream 
f inance organizations, is the elite of the population, and is not required 
to consult diverse voices from the countries in question about what they 
want. Economic development is seen as a good in itself. While f inance is 
needed to transition the infrastructure of countries in critical areas such 
as health systems, infrastructure, energy (increasingly, although not yet 
exclusively renewable), and governance, the process of getting it there is 
more technocratic than democratic.

Why Should We, as Citizens, Care about Development Finance?

First, it’s our money, raised from the tax base, which, as the recent ProPublica 
investigation (Kasliwal 2020) shows, comes disproportionately from our 

3	 https://www.cgdev.org/expert/owen-barder

https://www.cgdev.org/expert/owen-barder


290�R amona Liberoff 

earnings rather than from the wealthy or from businesses. Second, the 
development budget has often been used as a wrecking ball by the media 
or political interest without much knowledge about how it is actually being 
used or how effective it is and without disclosing its numerous benef its 
to the country. Many “aid” departments have now been folded in under 
a “trade” department, as in the Australian creation of AusAID4 and the 
United Kingdom’s Foreign Commonwealth Development Off ice (FCDO).5 
This leaves development f inance organizations with less support to f igure 
out how their investments matter beyond f inancial risk and return.

More than anything, money is power. If we want to develop a new para-
digm of how to use power wisely, we need to distinguish between classic, 
narrow investment logic of risk and return, to a much richer, restorative, and 
participative kind of f inance—one which is respectful of what communities 
want, and keeps the long-term in mind. This would mean shifting toward 
investing in regenerative agriculture rather than food processing plants, in 
climate adaptation rather than energy generation, and in education and skills.

How Can Development Finance Be More Feminist?

The post-COVID-19 recovery gives us an opportunity to re-include voices 
and perspectives that are often left out of the discussion. Good develop-
ment f inance should serve the citizens and the future over the investors. 
The benef it of these innovations accrues to us all: with better resilience, 
countries would avoid conflicts over resources exacerbated by climate 
change such as water and food security. Greater access to opportunities 
can be delivered by technology and entrepreneurship. Stronger and more 
transparent governance of capital markets can strengthen weak states. 
Financial inclusion and innovation would allow those not in the country’s 
elite circles access to f inance.

And why is this more feminist? At a working session for Finance in Com-
mon, feminist f inance is def ined as “challenging the status quo to rethink 
systems and unlock possibilities for transformative change that is inclusive 
and sustainable.”6

The feminist future would see more community involvement in the 
design and deployment of development f inance, more visibility and critique 

4	 https://www.dfat.gov.au
5	 https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/foreign-commonwealth-development-off ice
6	 https://www.wecf.org/feminist-f inance-a-brief-for-the-f inance-in-common-summit/
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of the current practice, and more funding for grounded entrepreneurs and 
innovators whose goal is inclusion.

In Conclusion …

Whatever f inance we provide from public institutions needs to be just, 
future-oriented, and climate-smart. In the areas of innovative and blended 
finance (the combination of public and private finance) and social enterprise, 
the majority of practitioners are female. Maybe it’s a coincidence, but I 
believe those outside the system are best placed to question it and come 
up with alternatives that work better for more people. Now, we just need 
the money and the power to follow.
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