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I. Motivation 



• MFI are commonly identified with the idea of 
empowering women not as passive recipients but as 
active leaders and key actors in generating social change 

 

• Nevertheless, there is no clear evidence supporting the 
gender parity in the career paths of the employees of 
microfinance institutions (MFIs) 

 

• This study is aimed at filling this gap, providing empirical 
evidence from the largest MFI in Latin America 
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Stylized Facts 

• Significant expansion of the microfinance sector in 
several developing countries in the past decades 

• MFIs are an increasingly important employer and 
many of the commercially successful MFIs employ 
hundred of thousands of individuals (e.g., Grameen 
Bank employs 22,924 staff members, Bancosol 
employs 2,740 staff members) 

• In several countries women represent a significant 
share of both clients and the workforce of MFIs (Mix 
Market 2016) 

 

 

 



Research Questions 

• Are there gender gaps in the career paths within the 
MFI?   

• Are there differences in earnings, promotion and exit 
across the divisions of the MFI (i.e., administrative vs. 
sales division)? 

• How can we explain the observed gender 
differences? 

• Are gender differences related to the types and 
outcomes of the clients themselves?  

 

 



Preview of Findings  

• The dynamics of gender gaps are complex and vary within the 
largest MFI in Latin America 

• Different factors have an impact on the dynamics of gender 
gaps at different stages of the career path 

• We document the heterogeneity in gender gaps across the 
divisions of the MFI: in the administrative division gender gaps 
are more similar to the ones observed in the financial sector 
whereas in the division core to the microfinance sector a 
reversal of the gender gap is observed 

• In terms of loan officers matching, we document that female 
employees tend to be associated with those loans that have 
better conditions and consequently a higher expected 
probability of repayment 

  

 

 



II. Background 



I] MFIs and Women’s Employment  

• Most of the studies on gender employment in MFI come from the 
business literature and from NGOs and other organizations 
promoting female empowerment and leadership 

• While ‘breaking the glass ceiling’ has become an important 
corporate objective in many economic sectors, there appears to 
exist an opposite trend in the MFI sector, where female leadership 
has diminished in recent years (HBR, 2011) 

• Nevertheless, Strøm, D’Espallier and Mersland (2014) find a causal 
relation between female leadership and performance of MFIs, 
which is mainly driven by the female market orientation of MFIs 
and not by better governance 

• There is no paper to our knowledge that provides an explanation 
for this trend and examines its micro-foundations 

 9 



Why should new business models be gender-
friendly employers? 

• The business case for gender equality is widely documented by both 
academic research and corporate studies (e.g., Catalyst, 2007: McKenzie, 
2007; Dezso and Ross, 2008; Adams and Ferreira, 2009) 

• For the case of new business models that pursue both social impact and 
financial returns, the case is based on the fact that: 

– Women tend to have a comparative advantage in the specific skills of the 
non-profit sector (Lanslord et al., 2010) 

– Generating deep social change and gender empowerment requires women 
to be seen as leaders and active drivers of development (WWB, 2010) 

• MFI female staff may understand better how to pursue this goal forward: 

– Women understand better the female market segment and clients tend to 
feel more comfortable with female staff (WWB, 2012) 

– Market recognition as a gender diverse organization attracts new clients, as 
it serves as a differentiation tool (WWB, 2010) 
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II] Gender Gaps in Career Dynamics 

• Women’s underperformance in the corporate and 
financial sectors has been widely documented in the 
existing literature (e.g., Babcock and Laschever, 2003; 
Bertrand, Chugh and Mullainathan, 2005; Bertrand et al., 
2010) 

• Most of the existing studies have examined gender 
differences in compensation while only a few more 
recent ones have examined career trajectories 

• However, there is no study at present that has 
documented gender gaps among employees in the 
microfinance sector 



III] Clients – Loan Officers and Loan Outcomes 

• Gender differences have been examined in various fields 
in financial economics (e.g., investment decisions, equity 
analyst performance, corporate financial decisions, 
corporate boards, and mutual fund management) with 
mixed evidence on performance and behavioral 
differences between men and women   

• Beck et al. (2013) examine gender-dependent loan 
officers performance by relying on a dataset of a 
commercial bank in Albania over 1996 – 2006 to assess 
the relationship between borrowers’ and loan officers’ 
gender and loan performance 



III. Data 



The Microfinance Institution 

• It is the largest MFI in Mexico, the largest in Latin America and is 
ranked among the top global leaders (IDB, 2012; Devex, 2012; Mix 
Market, 2016).  

– Serves 3.2 million clients (88% are women) 

– Has a gross loan portfolio of USD 1.3 billion 

– Average loan balance per borrower of USD 500 

– Share of Non Performing Loans (NPL) of 2.96% 

• It has 16,972 employees (among these, 9,423 loan officers) working 
in 667 offices nationwide 

• It started as an NGO in 1990, issued debt in the capital markets for 
the first time in 2001 and became a commercial bank in 2006 
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Dataset 

 

• Individual-year-level panel dataset based on human resource 
records of the bank that includes the universe of employees 
working in the MFI from 2004-2012 

• Our analytical sample includes individual-level annual data on 
almost 30,000 employees  

• The employee-year-level data include information such as 
age, gender, education, position, wage, social benefits, 
division and location; gender of the immediate supervisor and 
head of division; domicile, civil status and children; entry date 
and maternity leave 

• We linked these employees in 2012 to 336,000 clients and 
341,000 loans 

• We examine the career dynamics in the 28 areas of practice in 
the administrative and sales divisions within the MFI, as well 
as the career paths of loan officers within the sales division 
 

 
 



Career Trajectory in Selected Areas of Practice 
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Corporate Strategy               Finance                        Marketing 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Note: ‘Director’= director; ‘Subdirector’= deputy director; ‘Gerente’= manager; ‘Líder’= head; 
‘Coordinador’= coordinator; ‘Analista’= analyst; ‘Auxiliar’= assistant 

 



Career Trajectory in Sales 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Note: ‘Gerente regional’= regional manager; ‘Gerente de oficina de servicios regional’= manager 
of the branches that provide services at the regional level; Coordinador’= coordinator; 
‘Subgerente de oficina’= deputy manager;‘Promotor/Asesor’= loan officer  
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IV. Descriptive Statistics 



Share Female by Position (Administrative), 2012 



Share Female by Position (Administrative), 
2004-2012 



Share Female by Position (Sales), 2012 



Share Female by Position (Sales), 2004-2012 



Share Female by Position (Sales – Loan Officers 
(Promotor, Asesor)), 2012 



Share Female by Position (Sales – Loan Officers 
(Promotor, Asesor)), 2004-2012 



V. Career Dynamics Analysis 



Promotion, Exit 

We estimate the following probit model for individual i in year t:  

 
 

 
 
 
Where: 
Female = dummy for a female employee 
Age = measured in years 
Tenure = years in the firm 
X = vector of other variables included in different specifications 
(e.g., highest degree obtained, gender of the employee’s boss) 
ƴ = time dummies 
 
Note: robust standard errors clustered at the person-level; urban 
dummy and areas of practice dummies  



Transition matrices  

• For administrative: 

– More women promoted to next level from Analista, Lider, 
Gerente and Subdirector 

– More women exit at Analista, Gerente, fewer at Lider 

• For sales: 

– Fewer women promoted to Coordinador, Gerente, Gerente 
Regional 

– High rates of exit at all levels, slightly higher among men 

• For sales – Promotor/Asesor levels: 

– Similar pattern, more women promoted to top rank 

– High rates of exit at all levels, slightly higher among men 

 

 



Promotion, Exit: Transition Matrices 

Administrative 
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Promotion, Exit: Transition Matrices 

Sales 
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Promotion, Exit: Transition Matrices 

Sales: Promotor/Asesor Levels  
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Probability of Promotion 

• For administrative: no gender difference after controlling for 
individual characteristics, area of practice, rank and time trends 

• For sales: gap favoring men of 2% persists after including 
controls  

• For sales – promotor/asesor levels: gap favoring women of 4-
5% persists after including controls  

 

Probability of Exit 

• For administratitive: no significant difference by gender 

• For sales: women are about 4% less likely to leave after 
controlling for covariates 

• For sales – promotor/asesor levels: women are about 4% less 
likely to leave after controlling for covariates 
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Earnings Analysis 

We estimate the following OLS model for individual i in year t:  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Where: 
Female = dummy for a female employee 
Age = measured in years 
Tenure = years in the firm 
X = vector of other variables included in different specifications 
(e.g., highest degree obtained, gender of the employee’s boss) 
ƴ = time dummies 
 
Note: robust standard errors clustered at the person-level; urban 
dummy, areas of practice dummies  
 
 



Earnings 

• For administrative: gap favoring men of 3% driven by larger 
differences  at higher ranks  

• For sales: wage differences disappear after including controls 

• For sales – promotor/asesor levels: gap favoring women of 
about 5% persists after including controls 
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VI. Loan Officers – Clients Analysis 



Loan Officers and Clients Analysis 
I] Assortative Matching 

We run the following regression for loan officer (‘Promotor’ or 
‘Asesor’) i and client j:  

 

 
 
Where: 
Female Client = dummy for a female client 
X = vector of covariates including sales level (‘Nuevo’, ‘Junior’, 
‘Senior’, ‘Maestro’) 
 
Note: urban dummy, state dummies and product dummies 

 
 



I] Assortative Matching 
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Loan Officers and Clients Analysis 
II] Credit Outcomes  

We run the following regression for loan officer (‘Promotor’ or 
‘Asesor’) i and client j:  

 

 
 
Where: 
Female (Male) Officer = dummy for a female (male) loan officer 
Female (Male) Client   = dummy for a female (male) client 
X = vector of covariates including sales level (‘Nuevo’, ‘Junior’, 
‘Senior’, ‘Maestro’) 
 
Note: urban dummy, state dummies and product dummies; 
omitted category: male officer – female client 
 
 



II] Credit Outcomes 
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VII. Concluding Remarks 



Summary of the Main Findings 

• We document important differences within the MFI by 
career path in the nature of gender gaps and their 
dynamics 

• In the ‘back-office’: similar dynamics as in the corporate 
and financial sectors vs. in the ‘front-office’: gender gap 
has reversed but only at the lower ranks of the 
organization 

• Analysis of client data matched to loan officers provides 
mixed evidence in terms of assortative matching and 
relationship between loan outcomes and gender pairs of 
borrower and loan officer 

 

 



Contribution 

• This is the first study that examines gender gaps in 
earnings and career dynamics in the microfinance sector 

• We provide evidence on the micro-foundations of gender 
gaps in the largest MFI in Latin America 

• We document the complex dynamics of gender gaps in 
job mobility and earnings 

• Future agenda: more research is needed to understand 
the determinants of women’s empowerment on the 
employer side of the microfinance sector and how 
organizations  in this sector change with development 

 


