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ABSTRACT

Ana Fontes, one of Brazil’s most powerful women according to Forbes, comes from a humble, hard-
working background. Born in Alagoas, she had to overcome many challenges still faced by women in 
the country. A fruit of her efforts and confidence in the potential of female entrepreneurship, the Rede 
Mulher Empreendedora (RME) [Entrepreneurial Woman Network] was created to support women in 
their businesses. Since 2019, the Instituto RME (IRME), a nonprofit organization, is focused on the 
ELA PODE [She Can Do It] program, which is dedicated to empowering women in socioeconomic 
vulnerability. This teaching case discusses important topics related to Ana Fonte’s story and projects, 
such as: how to keep developing the network of entrepreneurs, multipliers and facilitators; and how to 
track the performance of the entrepreneurs who attend the courses in order to help them during and 
after the process.
Palavras-chave: gender, female entrepreneurship, network development, long-term tracking and support. 

RESUMO

Ana Fontes, uma das mulheres mais poderosas do Brasil segundo a Forbes, vem de uma origem humilde e 
trabalhadora. Nascida em Alagoas, ela teve de superar muitos desafios que as mulheres ainda enfrentam 
no país. Fruto de seus esforços e de sua confiança no potencial do empreendedorismo feminino, a Rede 
Mulher Empreendedora (RME) foi criada para apoiar as mulheres em seus negócios. Desde 2019, o 
Instituto RME (IRME), uma organização sem fins lucrativos, concentra-se no programa ELA PODE, 
dedicado ao empoderamento de mulheres em situação de vulnerabilidade sócio-econômica. Este caso de 
ensino discute questões importantes relacionadas à história e aos projetos de Ana Fontes, entre eles: como 
continuar a desenvolver a rede de empreendedoras, multiplicadoras e facilitadoras; e como acompanhar o 
desempenho das empreendedoras que participam dos cursos, de modo a ajudá-las durante e após o processo. 
Keywords: gênero, empreendedorismo feminino, desenvolvimento de rede, acompanhamento e apoio de 
longo prazo. 
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INTRODUCTION

“Women can not only dominate the world, but most 
importantly, they can help the world develop”

Ana Fontes

It was September 2019, São Paulo, Brazil’s largest city. Ana Fontes, who was chosen as one of 
the 20 most powerful women in Brazil by Forbes Magazine that year, welcomed guests to the 
eighth annual edition of the most significant event for women entrepreneurs in Brazil. Brazil is 
a vast country, and over 50% of its population are women. Ana glanced around at the guests and 
thought about the magnitude and importance of empowering women. In addition to famous 
entrepreneurs, Ana had also invited the ELA PODE (She Can Do It) program’s Multipliers 
and microentrepreneurs. ELA PODE is a free women’s empowerment program of the Instituto 
Rede Mulher Empreendedora (IRME) [Entrepreneurial Woman Network Institute], a non-
profit organization supported by the Google Foundation. By 2019, the program had trained 
over 26,000 women across Brazil.

Ana Fontes knew the challenges facing the program. First, how to keep developing the 
network of multipliers, facilitators and entrepreneurs? This involved rapidly disseminating the 
ELA PODE program in order to change more realities and drive positive transformation for 
Brazilian women’s micro-entrepreneurship. Second, how to support the women during and 
after training, since these women suffer gender discrimination of various types, while also 
facing problems like poor logistics infrastructure? And finally, due to the way the program was 
directly linked with her image, the Ana Fontes persona, she felt it was necessary to detach her 
image from that of the IRME. Despite all this, she believed in the changes achieved by the 
ELA PODE program and knew that it was possible to overcome any challenge. There was a 
meeting scheduled with the IRME program team, and she needed to develop a strategy to show 
how to tackle the obstacles facing their program and motivate the team to keep the work going.

Origins and Development

Ana was born in 1966 in a small city called Igreja Nova, in the state of Alagoas, Northeast Brazil. 
She lived with her parents and ten siblings in a mud house by the São Francisco River. Their 
living conditions were poor, and her parents worked hard to support the family. Her mother 
worked in the fields and took care of the children, and her father was a fisherman. Due to their 
precarious conditions, Ana lost two of her siblings to preventable diseases for which prophylaxis 
and treatment were not available to them.

The hardship increased for the family when a terrible drought hit the region in 1970. 
This impacted crops and dried up rivers, leaving Ana’s parents without job opportunities. The 
solution to this problem was to leave the city and look for better living conditions in Diadema, 
a city in the state of São Paulo. Her father and two older brothers went to São Paulo beforehand 
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in order to find jobs and a place to live. Then her mother and siblings followed. Ana was four 
years old when she arrived in Diadema.

The family struggled for many years. Her father found a job as a mechanical logger. Her 
mother worked at the basement of a textile factory, and on weekends she cleaned fish. Additionally, 
the children  who were old enough to work found jobs to help the family. Ana said that “my 
childhood was complex, and life was very hard. But thanks to love and hard work, my family 
was always together”.

Despite their living conditions, her mother always emphasized the importance of education 
for the children, which helped convince six of all nine of them to go to college. By working 
as an assistant in a factory and selling cakes and pies, and with help from one neighbor, Ana 
studied communication and publicity at a private university. She was 25 when she graduated.

The Business World as a Motivation to Entrepreneurship

Entering the business world was a process of continuous learning and challenges for Ana. Being 
a woman from the Northeast region, coming from a humble family, having studied in an average 
university, and not speaking English represented many complex barriers to her development 
as an executive woman. Nevertheless, she put much effort into overcoming the educational 
obstacles by taking a postgraduate course and English classes.

Over the years, she became highly skilled and qualified in her area, but she could still feel 
some distance on the part of peers and superiors. A few years later, she realized it was a gender 
issue. No matter how competent she was, Ana still felt the “glass ceiling” impeding her growth 
in the company, and she was still morally harassed and discriminated against. After several 
instances of disrespect and lack of recognition, and exhausted from overwork, she decided to 
leave the organization.

After a brief experience at another company, Ana thought about engaging in entrepreneurship; 
according to her, this represented a total turning point in her personal and professional life. 
In 2009, after a few experiences as an entrepreneur, and with her executive background, Ana 
joined the “10.000 Mulheres” [10,000 Women] program. The 10.000 Mulheres is a business 
course that was designed for female entrepreneurs and organized by Goldman Sachs and the 
Fundação Getúlio Vargas. 

On her first day in the course, at the opening lecture, the professor said something that 
aroused Ana’s attention, something that would change her life and the lives of many other 
female entrepreneurs. He said, “Congratulations! Of 1,000 women, you are the 35 privileged 
ones who were selected to attend the course”; these words bothered her because, in her opinion, 
the course should be available for more women. Then, bam! The idea of creating a network 
occurred to her.

Each of the 35 women in the course had an area of expertise, so why not explore it? 
This was the beginning of Rede Mulher Empreendedora (RME) [Entrepreneurial Woman 
Network]. Initially, it was a website where each professional created content about some topic of 
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entrepreneurship, using informal and therefore accessible language for all women. The network 
was so successful that it became the first large platform supporting female entrepreneurship in 
Brazil. The main goal of this social business is to “economically empower female entrepreneurs, 
thus ensuring their financial independence and supporting decision making in business and 
in their personal lives”.

Over time, the RME broadened its areas of expertise and created the Instituto RME (IRME), 
a nonprofit organization dedicated to empowering women in socioeconomic vulnerability. The 
institute believes that when a female entrepreneur receives support and becomes financially 
empowered, “she is able to change not only her own reality, but also that of society”. IRME’s 
most important program is called ELA PODE, which will be contextualized in the next section.

The context of ELA PODE

Since 2017, Google has helped the RME develop the Women Will program in Brazil. This 
program is an initiative of the company to build confidence in women, promote economic 
opportunities for them and improve the country’s prosperity. The program was developed to 
boost women’s economic empowerment, through which it is possible to bring about changes 
for families, communities, countries and the world. In the 28 countries it operates in, Women 
Will has helped 110,000 women make better use of their technology and personal skills and 
develop a better workplace culture.

After leading the Women Will program with Google for two years, Ana Fontes saw an 
opportunity to obtain a grant from the Google Foundation to help all Brazilian  socioeconomically 
vulnerable women. To receive this grant, Ana Fontes founded an institute that was an affiliate of 
the RME: the Instituto RME. The idea was to expand Google’s Women Will program throughout 
Brazil. The institute got a one million dollar grant to empower 135,000 socioeconomically 
vulnerable women over 2 years (2019 and 2020), as agreed with the Google Foundation. Thus, 
the challenge started.

The ELA PODE program was launched in March 2019 to empower disadvantaged women 
by helping them prosper in their businesses and improve living conditions for themselves, their 
families and their communities. The program’s goal was to provide women with a small amount 
of money (USD 7.00 per women) to be delivered in person within 16 hours.

Brazil is the perfect scenario to implement this type of program. It is a country with 207.7 
million people, a GDP growth of 1% (2017) and it ranks 109th and 140th among 190 countries in 
the World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business (2018) and Starting a Business (2018) indices, respectively. 

The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) provides an annual overview of 
entrepreneurship worldwide. The 2018-2019 survey compiled cross-national data from 48 
countries. Considering the past 20 years, Brazil is among the countries that evolved over time. 
In the 2018-2019 GEM, Brazil had moderate rates of necessity-driven entrepreneurship, but 
rates were still high compared with other Latin American countries. From 2015 onwards, the 
entrepreneurship rate increases, with a great proportion of entrepreneurship driven by necessity.
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The GEM showed that there was a significant reduction in the number of nascent 
entrepreneurs for two years in a row. This was probably caused by the unemployment rate and 
people’s hopes of returning to the job market. Nevertheless, the GEM report indicated that 
this reduction should be a focus of Brazilian policy makers and that they must develop public 
policy to stimulate entrepreneurship in the country.

Gender bias is still a problem that pervades the Brazilian society, with Brazil ranking 96th 
among 144 countries in the World Economic Forum’s index, down six positions from 2017. In 2018, 
Brazil had a Global Gender Gap score of 0.681 – 1.00 is considered to be parity between genders.

The contexts of men and women in the country are different, which impacts their 
entrepreneurial activity. While women have better health and education indicators, for example, 
than man, they still make less money, suffer more harassment, experience more unemployment, 
and are underrepresented in politics.

Brazil is not among the 6 countries in which there is gender entrepreneur equality, though 
with regard to early-stage entrepreneurial activity there are approximately 9 women entrepreneurs 
for every 10 men entrepreneurs. However, when it comes to the established business phase, 
there is a decrease in gender equality, showing that women face more obstacles to getting their 
businesses to thrive. Why is this so? This phenomenon of Brazilian women as entrepreneurs may 
be associated with gender bias, less credibility as business is more traditionally associated with 
men, greater financing difficulty, and challenges to reconciling family and business demands.

Within the context of entrepreneurship, there are 7 Brazilian women entrepreneurs for 
every 10 men entrepreneurs. Albeit outnumbered, women entrepreneurs stand out for their 
commitment to their businesses and to studies, as can be seen in the following data: women are 
more numerous in the necessity-driven entrepreneurship category (Figure 1), which shows their 
dependence on the performance of their businesses, and they have, on average, more years of 
study (Figure 2), which shows their investment in qualification.

Figure 1. “Necessity-driven” business ratio (Men x Women) 

Source: SEBRAE 
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Figure 2. Average Years of Education (Men vs Women)

Source: SEBRAE 

In Brazil, women face challenges also in companies, where maternity leave is another key 
element of gender discrimination in the labor market. The probability of being dismissed within 
six months of having a child is 10%; within 2 years of having a child, this probability increases 
to 50%. Moreover, Brazilian women earn less when they have children.

Regarding housework, women spend on average 18 weekly hours on it versus 10.5 hours 
for men; therefore, women tend to choose part-time positions with flexible hours and lower 
wages in order to cope with housework. However, even within this context, women still work 
more than men: on average, women work approximately 54.4 hours per week, compared to 51.4 
hours for men. Finally, female representation in politics is also smaller compared with other 
countries: Brazil is ranked 111th in the World Economic Forum’s Political Empowerment index.

Additionally, a substantial problem that is worth mentioning is femicide. Sadly, Brazil has 
the world’s fifth highest rate of women murdered for being women, according to the World 
Health Organization. The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights reported that, in 
2019, four women were killed each day in Brazil.

The Goals and Pedagogical Choices of ELA PODE

ELA PODE is a free program for Brazilian women which was developed by the IRME with 
support from Google. Its goal is to support female micro-entrepreneurship in two ways: (1) through 
empowerment; and (2) through knowledge. The lessons in the program are aligned with participants’ 
immediate needs, and they provide tools that help women face the challenges of entrepreneurship 
and employment. Therefore, it aims to change attitudes and beliefs and develop entrepreneurial 
skills in women. The 16-hour course is formed by two main areas: (1) women’s empowerment 
through training on soft skills such as communication, personal image, and networking; and (2) 
knowledge about business fundamentals, such as leadership, finance, sales and technology.
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To achieve the goal of 135,000 empowered women, the IRME hired instructors, who are 
denominated Facilitators. Their role is to facilitate the learning process through inspiration 
and business fundamentals. To hold participants’ attention, the Facilitators are usually women 
with a significant history in entrepreneurship who might inspire other women. The Facilitators 
are people with practical knowledge and a high reputation as entrepreneurs (see Appendix). 
Additionally, the Facilitators only deliver the course to a group of instructors denominated 
Multipliers.

The Multipliers are volunteers from across Brazil who are usually entrepreneurs or have 
some previous experience with entrepreneurship. They must have knowledge of the course’s 
content, be proactive and excel in networking so as to reach the women in their communities 
and regions. In addition to the course, their role also involves organizing the activities, finding a 
place for the classes, providing coffee and lunch, and discussing the ELA PODE program. The 
Multipliers spend approximately 6 hours per week in the organization process, and another 16 
hours in training. A Multiplier usually has a good reputation in the region she lives in, which 
facilitates relationships with third parties who can help with logistics and infrastructure. Given 
the country’s continental size, there are different ‘Brazils’ within Brazil, and each Multiplier has 
been exposed to the challenges in the place she operates in. Overall, their challenges concern 
developing local partnerships to expand the program’s capacity and providing training and 
information for the most vulnerable women in the region.

To keep the Multipliers motivated, the IRME pays them a symbolic amount per woman 
trained. Women who want to be Multipliers need to apply for the position on the ELA PODE 
Website, and the program selects Multipliers every two months. There is a total of 243 Multipliers 
who are already trained and able to instruct other women. The Multipliers must come to São Paulo 
to be trained by the Facilitators, and the IRME pays for all costs related to transportation, hotel 
and food for 3 days – around U$500 per person. The IRME recognizes it is too expensive to keep 
training Multipliers in São Paulo, but the Multipliers are necessary to keep the program going.

Additionally, the IRME must keep the Multipliers engaged, and most of these women 
attend the Multiplication process because they are activists, they believe in women entrepreneurs, 
and they believe that helping women develop can bring prosperity to their communities and 
regions. Additionally, empowering women strengthens their families. However, the Multipliers 
are faced with many challenges. For example, to carry out the training, most of the time they 
need to use their own resources and network to advertise the ELA PODE program and attract 
the women. Because there is still a sexist culture in Brazil, Multipliers sometimes need to 
overcome the local culture without institutional support. Besides, providing logistic support is 
a challenge, particularly when training takes place in the countryside.

How can she do it now?

The IRME team periodically collects data from ELA PODE to measure its effectiveness. They 
use questionnaires to measure the quality of the information, tools, delivery modes and instructors’ 
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abilities and styles. After a few months, they contact the respondents again to assess the program’s 
usefulness and application in practice.

After each ELA PODE training course, the stories of empowerment of the women who 
attended it provide inspiration and motivation to the IRME team and Ana Fontes. The day after 
the women’s entrepreneurship event, they have a meeting scheduled to discuss the next steps of 
the ELA PODE program. They know they have done a lot, but they also know they have many 
more challenges to face. Ana must explain to the team how to proceed with the program. She 
needs to develop a strategy to: (1) spread the program more rapidly so as to develop and maintain 
the network among the facilitators, multipliers and women entrepreneurs; (2) develop robust 
support for the multipliers and women entrepreneurs across Brazil; (3) and finally, detach her 
image from that of the Institute, and use her image to attract more opportunities for the ELA 
PODE program. She needs to be prepared for next day’s meeting.
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APPENDIX

ELA PODE Multiplier examples

Multiplier 1 Multiplier 2 Multiplier 3 Multiplier 4

Name Carol Verônica Marília Daniele

Region of the 
Country

Central West Northeast Southeast South

Profession Coach Entrepreneur Coach Entrepreneur

Channels used to 
advertise her course

Facebook and 
Instagram

Word-of-mouth 
marketing and public 

institutions

Facebook, Instagram, 
and word-of-mouth 

marketing

Support from 
private and public 

institutions

Important remarks

“Working in the ELA 
PODE

program is a union of 
purposes”

“It’s the first step 
towards training 

women and turning 
the program into 

public policy”

“Being part of the 
program is my life’s 

mission”

“Being a multiplier 
gives you the chance 
to make real change 

in the world”

Source: Interview data

Roles of each agent in the ELA PODE program

Agents involved in the ELA PODE program Role within the ELA PODE program

Facilitator Women hired by the IRME to train the multipliers

Multiplier
Women who are trained by the Facilitators and voluntarily 

pass their training on to socioeconomically vulnerable women 
in the region where they live

Woman
A woman in in a vulnerable situation who receives training 

from the multiplier in her region

Source: Interview data

Leaning process

IRME Multipliers WomenFacilitators
ContentContentHire

Source: Interview data.


