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Executive Summary 
 

Over a period spanning more than four decades, Trade Facilitation Office (TFO) Canada has 

provided assistance in the form of information, advice and contact services to Small and Medium 

Sized Enterprises (SMEs) and Trade Support Institutions (TSIs) from developing countries to gain 

access to international markets. Drawing from this experience, and as part of the current research 

project, TFO Canada proposes to establish a Women in Trade (WIT) Knowledge Platform, which 

will serve as a tool to fill important gaps related to the collection, storage, and analysis of gender-

disaggregated sector-specific trade and employment data.  

 

As a knowledge repository, the WIT Knowledge Platform can be used to facilitate the participation 

of women-led SMEs from developing countries to benefit from international trade. The platform 

is designed to be accessible and beneficial to both the private and public sectors at country, regional 

and global levels. Its objective is to help academics, SMEs, trade support institutions and 

policymakers understand the opportunities and challenges that result from SME participation in 

international trade and its implication for women. 

 

For the current research project, the following research questions were identified after an extensive 

review of the literature on trade and gender: 1). Why – and under what circumstances – do some 

trade sectors create more jobs for women and others do not? 2). To what extent are the jobs created 

contributing to women’s economic empowerment? 3). What strategies and policies are needed to 

ensure these sectors work optimally? We wanted to examine the relationship between trade and 

job creation for women, the extent to which these jobs contribute to women’s economic 

empowerment, and the policies that should be put in place to ensure that women benefit from trade.  

 

Using SMEs as the unit of analysis, the research project used both original survey data and 

qualitative methods (focus-group discussions, key informant interviews, and individual 

interviews) to answer the three research questions mentioned above. Six countries - two 



 

Trade and Women Economic Empowerment: Capstone Report        Page 5 of 22 
 

(Cambodia and Vietnam) from South-East Asia and four (Ghana, Madagascar, Senegal, and 

Nigeria) from sub-Saharan Africa were examined for the current research project and they were 

chosen because they are part of another TFO Canada project on “Women in Trade for Inclusive 

and Sustainable Growth” (WITISG), and were thus countries that we had prior connections with. 

Key Findings: 

 

• The analysis of survey results showed that the favorability towards women-owned SMEs 

varied across countries, regions and sectors. Context matters, and not all SMEs across 

countries, and sectors face the same set of challenges. The distribution of employees by 

gender also varied across countries. When asked why women were hired, most respondents 

mentioned that the reasons for hiring women had more to do with their skills rather than 

attempts to bridge gender gaps.  

 

• Women-owned exporting SMEs tend to hire more women than men, an interesting finding 

even if this may also have to do with the nature of work. Together with the fact that output 

per worker, and salaries, are higher in exporting SMEs than in non-exporting SMEs, this 

indicates that exporting SMEs should be supported. 

 

• There are differences in salaries by gender on a country-by-country basis but no difference 

in other benefits. 20 percent of all SMEs surveyed mentioned that women-led SMEs 

encounter more difficulties in trade, but here again there is more variation across countries. 

Women-led SMEs across the four African countries encounter more difficulties in trade 

than the two Asian countries.  

 

• Gender-related constraints, such as lack of access to finance for women, while important 

in some cases (e.g., Nigeria and Senegal), were generally not seen as more important than 

other constraints such as government regulations and infrastructure. This was somewhat 

surprising since there is a broader literature about the various challenges that women 

entrepreneurs face across the developing world, including their ability to engage in 

international trade. 
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• Qualitative analysis of the Cambodian and Vietnamese cases showed that trade has the 

potential to boost women's participation in the formal economy, increase women's access 

to skills and education, and enhance the lives of women by creating new jobs, boosting 

consumer choice, and improving women's bargaining power in society. Trade supporting 

agencies in both countries should provide tailor-made business services designed explicitly 

for women exporters such as a digital market intelligence portal, one-stop shops for 

government services, the creation and nurturing of female exporter networks, and export-

specific business training, all of which can lead to enhanced business outcomes for women. 

SMEs financiers in both countries should also target women exporters. 

 

• Qualitative examinations of the four African country cases – Ghana, Madagascar, Nigeria, 

and Senegal – revealed several factors behind the hiring of women, namely: the nature of 

work, job demands in terms of physical strength and timing, the engagement of SMEs in 

export and working conditions of employees in the sectors. Importantly, it was observed 

that there are no incentives for employers to hire more women, and neither do most firms 

have on-the-job training for employees that could possibly enhance their skills.  

 

• In the four African country cases, we found that jobs created by trading sectors tend to be 

low-skilled and do not contribute significantly to reducing inequality in women’s access to 

skills and education. Furthermore, working conditions for exporting vs. non-exporting 

firms were not significantly different. A strong public-private partnership between 

government agencies, women in trade, trade facilitations bodies, and other key 

stakeholders would go a long way towards making sure that trade leads to women 

empowerment. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Although there has been much progress on gender equality in recent decades, the 2020 UN 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) Report noted that there is still a long way to go before 

women and girls are able to enjoy full gender equality and where legal, social and economic 

barriers to their empowerment no longer exist. SDG 5, which is about achieving gender equality 

and empowering women and girls is now further from being achieved because of the 

disproportionate impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on vulnerable groups that include working 

women and female entrepreneurs in particular (United Nations Economic and Social Council 

2021). Focusing on small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in six developing countries (four 

from sub-Saharan Africa and two from Asia), the objective of this book is to examine the 

relationship between trade and job creation for women, and the extent to which these jobs 

contribute to women’s economic empowerment.1 

On the trade side, one of the enduring features of the last century and the first two decades 

of the current one has been the expansion of global trade as a result of the integration of national 

economies through a process more commonly and broadly known as globalization. In accordance 

with traditional theories of international trade, developing countries have been able to exploit 

differences in relative productivity and factor endowments to specialize and export goods in which 

                                                       
1 UN Women defines women’s economic empowerment as “women’s ability to participate equally in existing markets; 

their access to and control over productive resources, access to decent work, control over their own time, lives and 

bodies; and increased voice, agency and meaningful participation in economic decision-making at all levels from the 

household to international institutions.” (see https://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/economic-

empowerment/facts-and-figures, accessed on May 15th 2020). 

 

https://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/economic-empowerment/facts-and-figures
https://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/economic-empowerment/facts-and-figures
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they have a comparative advantage, and thus improve their productivities, generating economic 

growth and broader economic development in the process. New trade theories have also shown 

that there are significant gains from trade liberalization if governments strategically intervene to 

support certain sectors or industries. Trade has fostered competition and innovation across the 

world and allowed consumers to enjoy a greater variety of goods.  

A few studies (for example, Frankel and Romer, 1999; Alcala and Ciccone, 2004) have 

found evidence of a causal relationship between trade on the one hand, and growth and productivity 

on the other. There is also a fairly significant literature using firm-level data that documents the 

positive impact of trade liberalization on firm productivity. For example, in a survey of empirical 

studies Wagner (2012) finds that exporters and importers are more productive than non-exporters 

and non-importers. However, the specific nature and contribution of SMEs, compared to larger 

firms, is not always discussed in this literature. Yet, despite contributing significantly to output 

and employment across countries, SMEs are underrepresented in trade. Despite the challenges 

related to making causal claims, there is a strong theoretical case and empirical evidence that trade 

liberalization reduces poverty. However, trade liberalization also has distributional consequences. 

The well-being of certain groups, including poor people and other vulnerable groups, may be 

negatively affected, at least in the short term, as countries liberalize their trade. To put it bluntly, 

trade does not benefit everyone equally and not everyone is always able to take advantage of 

trading opportunities. While some countries and regions (for example, East Asia) have benefitted 

immensely from globalization, others (for example, several countries in sub-Saharan Africa) have 

not benefitted to the same extent.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has already disrupted supply chains and negatively impacted 

global trade in goods and services. As millions of people have gone back into poverty because of 
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the pandemic, it has also become clear that some of the earlier reduction in global poverty will be 

erased and will make it more difficult to meet the first sustainable development goal of eradicating 

poverty by 2030. While it is still too early to fully understand the long-term impacts of this crisis 

on trade, especially with respect to developing countries, it is a reminder that external shocks can 

have significant impacts on those that are engaged in, and depend heavily on, external markets. 

Hence, the fundamental question for open economies that are heavily dependent on trade is how 

to build resilience and diversify their activities to absorb these shocks.  

As the World Bank Group and the World Trade Organization made clear in their 2015 

report,  for trade to continue to play a poverty reduction role 1) deeper economic integration and 

lower trade costs are needed 2) reduction of tariffs and non-tariff barriers must be part of a broader 

approach that addresses the constraints faced by the poor and 3) both the World Bank and World 

Trade Organization must continue to support poverty reduction, together with other partners. At 

the individual and household levels, those who live in extreme poverty face a number of barriers 

that prevent them from the gains that are possible through international trade. These barriers 

include living in rural areas, facing situations of fragility and conflict, working in sectors that are 

highly informal, and barriers related to gender.  

The expansion of global trade has also been accompanied by the rise of Global Value 

Chains (GVCs), whereby various parts of a product cross borders several times before becoming 

a final product that is then shipped around the world. Together with the increasing use of 

information and communications technology, this digitization of trade offers more opportunities 

for firms, including SMEs in developing countries to integrate into the global economy. In theory, 

it should be relatively easier for SMEs to participate in GVCs (OECD, 2008; Asian Development 

Bank & Asian Development Bank Institute, 2015). Due to more limited resources, they could focus 
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on specific tasks within a GVC as opposed to the entire production system. And yet, while SMEs 

play an important role in job creation and domestic economic activity, including being owned by, 

and employing, women, their international trade footprint is quite low. It is far more difficult and 

costly for an SME to succeed in foreign markets when compared to larger firms for a number of 

reasons such as lack of access to finance, lack of skills and technology, and costs related to logistics 

and regulations. Despite the important contribution of women to poverty reduction in developing 

countries, women-owned SMEs tend to find it even more difficult to engage in international trade. 

The focus of the current project is on women-owned and women-led2 SMEs and trade, and 

also the role that SMEs play in empowering women. In particular, we want to understand how 

trade can provide the maximum opportunities for female employment and empower women. After 

conducting an extensive review of the literature, we found that the available empirical evidence 

about the relationship between trade and gender is inconclusive and that research in this area is 

hampered by a lack of gender-disaggregated data at the firm level for comparisons across countries 

and regions. The lack of data is compounded by the fact that more women than men work in the 

informal sector across the developing world. In general, while there is much research on the 

domestic constraints that SMEs and women entrepreneurs face, we do not have sufficient 

information about the constraints that prevent women from taking advantage of trade opportunities 

and what the source of those constraints are across countries and regions. Further, existing analysis 

has tended to focus more on the manufacturing sector and related activities due to data availability 

and less so on agriculture and services.  

                                                       
2 There is a distinction between women-owned (that is, owned by women by a certain percentage such as at least 51%) 

and women-led SMEs, where women occupy decision-making levels (that is, various managerial roles). Many 

women-owned SMEs are also led by women but not all women-led SMEs are owned by women. 
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We thus decided to focus on the following three questions drawing on an original survey 

of 610 SMEs across six developing countries – two (Cambodia and Vietnam) from South-East 

Asia and four (Ghana, Madagascar, Senegal, and Nigeria) from sub-Saharan Africa – and 

qualitative analysis of these six country-cases using focus-group discussions, key informant 

interviews, and individual interviews: 1) Why – and under what circumstances – do some trade 

sectors create more jobs for women and others do not? 2) To what extent are the jobs created 

contributing to women’s economic empowerment? 3) What strategies and policies are needed to 

ensure these sectors work optimally? 

The remainder of this synthesis report is organized as follows. In the next section, we 

provide a brief overview of the context facing the countries chosen for this research. This is 

followed by a summary of the findings from the survey and qualitative case studies, and a short 

conclusion.  

 

2. Context 
 

Of the six countries chosen for the current project, we observe significant variation across 

both trade and gender indicators at the country and regional levels. For instance, the four African 

countries score relatively low on trade facilitation and indicators such as trade logistics, and they 

trade mostly with countries outside of the region when compared to the two Asian countries. Most 

estimates of intra-African trade place it at less than 15 percent of total trade, even if informal cross-

border trade is not accounted for. African women play a very important role in the trading of 

essential agricultural products and economic services across borders and yet the continent’s trade 

potential is negatively affected by the different constraints that these women face. 
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As seen in Table 1 below, except for Madagascar, which is a low-income country and the 

other five countries are lower-middle income countries. In terms of human development, Vietnam 

is the only “high” human development country, while the others are either classified as “medium” 

or “low”. Data from the UNDP Gender Development Index (GDI)3 indicates that Vietnam is the 

best performer followed by Madagascar, Cambodia, and Ghana while the worst performers are 

Nigeria and Senegal. Only Vietnam is in the top grouping of countries. Most indicators related to 

gender equality and empowerment indicate that significant challenges remain in our sample of 

case-study countries when it comes to achieving gender equality and women’s empowerment. All 

of the six countries rank quite low on the Gender Inequality Index (GII), Vietnam being again an 

exception. The countries are also quite different in terms of population size and trade openness.  

 

Table 1: Country Profiles, 2020, Selected Indicators 

 
 Cambodia Vietnam Ghana Madagascar Nigeria Senegal 

Classification Lower-

middle 

income 

 

Lower-

middle 

income 

Lower-

middle 

income 

Low income Lower-

middle 

income 

Lower-

middle 

income 

Human 

Development 

 

Medium High Medium Low Low Low 

Population 

(m) 

 

16.7 97.3 31.1 27.7 206.1 16.7 

Trade (% of 

GDP) 

 

123.8 208.3 68.0 49.0 25.4 56.1 

GDI 

 

 

0.922 (4) 0.997 (1) 0.911 (4) 0.952 (2) 0.881 (5) 0.870 (5) 

GII 

 

 

0.474 (117th) 0.296 (65th) 0.538 (135th) na na 0.533 (130th) 

Source: World Bank, UNDP. 

 

  

                                                       
3 To measure gender gaps in human development achievements, the GDI considers disparities between women and 

men using the same dimensions – health, knowledge and living standards – as the Human Development Index (HDI). 
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In recent times, different programmes (such as The African Women in Business Initiative 

(AWIB) and Affirmative Finance Action for Women in Africa (AFAWA), both by the African 

Development Bank) have been created to reduce the gender inequality gap and promote the 

activities of women in trade. However, the impact of trade and trade policies on closing the gap, 

and the contribution of women, are still low across the African continent. Women continue to face 

political, economic, social, technological, legal, and environmental barriers. This outcome is partly 

due to several factors that include lack of incentives to hire women, gender norms, cultural barriers 

and lack of productive resources. Hence, it is essential to investigate the various factors that can 

hinder the inclusion of women in trade in the African context. In South-East Asia, rapid economic 

growth has been accompanied by enhanced trade linkages, particularly through cross-border value 

chains. Although the female participation rate is high in both Cambodia and Vietnam, it still lags 

behind male participation in the labor market. Female participation rates in the workforce may be 

affected by the propensity to remain in the informal sector and part-time work due to caring 

responsibilities. The rate at which countries such as Cambodia and Vietnam are closing the gender 

wage gap, and the latter’s variation between tradeable and non-tradeable sectors, makes the 

economic empowerment of women an interesting area worthy of further study. 

 

3. Survey Findings 
 

The survey data for this project was collected by TFO Canada’s research partners: Mekong 

Institute (MI) and the Centre for the Study of the Economies of Africa (CSEA), headquartered in 

Khon Kaen, Thailand, and Abuja, Nigeria, respectively. The survey was very extensive and asked 

a range of questions related to the nature of the activities conducted by the SMEs, their 

employment structure, the wages and working conditions faced by both men and women, trade-
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related questions, including the use of digital platforms, and technological challenges, and 

constraints faced by SMEs. SMEs across all sectors were considered, and the sample included both 

exporting and non-exporting SMEs. 

 We know that trade has the potential to enhance growth through competition, learning and 

innovation, and economies of scale. But trade liberalization also has distributional consequences, 

as indicated earlier, and not everyone is always able to take advantage of trade opportunities. 

Various constraints at the individual and household levels make it more difficult to benefit from 

the gains that are possible through international trade. These include remoteness, lack of 

infrastructure, political instability, the level of informality, and cultural and gender-related barriers.  

Trade brings benefits for women in terms of jobs and economic empowerment, but women 

entrepreneurs and workers face specific constraints that prevent them from maximizing these 

benefits. These include: lower education and skill levels; difficulties reconciling work-family 

obligations, especially in cultural/social settings that are discriminatory; and lack of access to 

finance, information, and markets.  

Employment creation for women, the wages that they earn, and the working conditions that 

they face because of international trade depends on a number of factors. For example, a more 

competitive environment due to international trade is expected to reduce costly discrimination 

against women, but trade can also lead to employment segregation and reduce the bargaining 

power of women. For example, the garment and apparel sector across the developing world 

employs mostly women, and the sector has been widely criticized for its low wages and poor 

working conditions. Women’s empowerment will remain limited when women are also expected 

to perform most, if not all, tasks within the household, including raising children and caring for 
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the elderly. So, all in all, the theoretical possibilities for women entrepreneurs and workers to 

benefit from international trade are there but the reality can be quite different. 

One of the first questions that we asked survey respondents across the six countries was 

whether their sector of operation was more favourable to women-owned SMEs. The responses 

obtained show that the average favourability varied across countries, regions and sectors. For 

example, the two South-East Asian countries have a better average favourability than the four 

African countries but the results for the latter are heavily skewed by Nigeria’s very low rating. 

Cambodia was the most favourable to women-owned SMEs, and except for Nigeria, all the others 

were fairly close to one another. At the sectoral level, manufacturing, followed by services, are 

more favourable to women-owned SMEs, while the agricultural sector performs poorly. When we 

compared women-owned exporting vs. non-exporting SMEs, the latter have a higher and 

statistically significant favourability rating compared to exporting ones. In other words, there was 

no compelling evidence that women-owned SMEs engaged in exports are treated more favorably. 

Employment distribution across the SMEs surveyed also yielded a mixed portrait. It is 

more favourable to women in Cambodia, Senegal, and Vietnam but the other way around in the 

case of Ghana, Madagascar, and Nigeria. When they are not equal, ownership structures are more 

tilted towards women across countries, and the same is true of management, except in the case of 

Nigeria and Senegal. The service sector has an almost equal distribution of employees by gender 

but more men are employed in the agriculture and manufacturing sectors. Very rarely did survey 

respondents mentioned that women were hired in order to bridge gender gaps; instead, the 

responses had more to do with productivity and skills (e.g., attention to detail and punctuality) 

being sought. Cambodia is the only country where respondents reported that there were 

government and regulatory incentives to hire women. We also found that women-owned exporting 
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SMEs tend to hire more women than men (even if this may be partly due to the nature of work) in 

Cambodia, Vietnam, and Senegal. In Ghana, Madagascar, and Nigeria, the distribution of 

employees is more favourable to men.  

 Exporting SMEs pay their workers more than non-exporting SMEs. Both male and female 

workers earn higher wages in exporting SMEs compared to non-exporting ones. While there are 

gender differences in salary at the country level (for example, on average, female workers are paid 

more than male workers in Cambodia and Vietnam), we did not find evidence of a difference in 

other benefits such as pensions and health insurance. Among the four African countries, male 

workers in Nigeria are paid more on average while it is the other way around for Ghana, 

Madagascar (slightly), and Senegal. In fact, 90 percent of SMEs that provide benefits to their 

workers provide equal benefits to men and women.  

Around 1 in 5 of the SMEs that we surveyed mentioned that women-led SMEs encounter 

more difficulties in trade. Although this is not uniform across countries and regions, the four 

African countries encounter more difficulties in trade than the two South-East Asian countries 

combined. Based on all the above survey responses, we conclude that there is a lack of deliberate 

policies to support women-owned SMEs and encourag the hiring of women in spite of the fact that 

those engaged in exports are more productive and reward their workers better. 

 When asked specifically about gender-related constraints, respondents from Nigeria and 

Senegal in particular, mentioned lack of access to finance for women and social/cultural 

perceptions about the role of women as entrepreneurs. Interestingly, gender-related constraints 

were not identified as being more important than other constraints, such as government regulations 

and lack of infrastructure. Access to information about potential markets was identified as another 

key constraint by both exporting and non-exporting SMEs. Across the six countries, the use of 
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digital platforms for trade or cross-border commerce is quite high (more than 50%, and in some 

cases, more than 60%). Technological challenges (such as lack of IT training and knowledge) were 

also identified by fewer than 20% of the SMEs surveyed. If there is one area where there was not 

a lot of variation, it was with respect to the Covid-19 pandemic. Survey respondents were 

unanimous in identifying the pandemic as having had a significant and persistent negative impact 

on SMEs: lower sales, incomes and profits, lack of customers, and supply chain challenges. 

Our analysis of the survey findings points to a number of recommendations that could be 

implemented to improve our understanding of how SMEs can empower women through trade: the 

need to collect gender-disaggregated data for more regions/countries and sectors, and for both 

exporting and non-exporting firms; direct policies to support women entrepreneurs, including 

those that are interested in exporting their products; implementation of affirmative action that leads 

to substantive gains for women; addressing trade-related constraints that are context-specific such 

as access to finance, market access information, or through trade support organizations; and 

helping SMEs recover from the effects of the pandemic.  

The next section builds on these findings and presents the findings from the qualitative 

case studies. 

 

4. Findings from Qualitative Case Studies 
  

Participants for the qualitative analysis were drawn from the sample of SMEs that were 

initially surveyed. Focus group discussions (FGDs) and key informant interviews (KIIs) were 

carried out across the six countries, and individual interviews were also conducted in the two Asian 

countries. Since our focus was on trade, participants who owned or managed an SME that is export-
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oriented were prioritized. We also made sure that SMEs representative of various sectors were 

included.  

 In the case of the four (04) African countries, eight FGDs were conducted in each country 

and each FGD had between 5-8 participants and lasted 1-1.5 hours. Trained experts and note takers 

selected based on their level of skills, knowledge of the subject matter, fluency in the local 

language and ability to conduct FGDs/KIIs, facilitated the discussions. A total of 152 participants 

– comprising of managers and employers, employees, government officials, and trade support 

organizations (TSOs) – from the four country case studies participated in the FGDs and KIIs. A 

similar approach was adopted for the two Asian countries. Forty-one participants (men and women 

employees of export-oriented SMEs) formed part of the FGDs; four informants from women 

entrepreneurship associations and trade supporting agencies were interviewed and a total of 25 

one-on-one individual interviews with women entrepreneurs were conducted to understand the 

perspectives of women as employers in the trade sectors and to get insights into their overall 

entrepreneurship experience.  

 For the African case studies, several factors were identified as influencing the creation of 

jobs for women across the trade sectors: nature of work in specific trade sectors, the job 

requirements in terms of physical characteristics, whether SMEs engage in exports or not and the 

working conditions of employees. The FGDs and KIIs also revealed that most jobs created for 

women in the trade sector are low skilled and do not contribute significantly to reducing inequality 

in women’s access to skills and education. Furthermore, most participants mentioned that the work 

environment, hours of work, and health and safety standards were not significantly different 

between exporting and non-exporting firms. The only exception was Ghana where government 

regulations on certifications and work conditions in the export sectors led to different working 
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conditions for exporting firms. The qualitative research findings also confirmed the survey results 

that there were no significant differences in salary by gender, even if more jobs (including for 

women) are created by the exporting sector. 

 In the case of Cambodia and Vietnam, the qualitative analysis showed that trade has the 

potential to improve women’s participation in the formal economy, improve women’s access to 

skills and education, and improve the lives of women through job creation, boosting consumer 

choice and improving women’s bargaining power in society. However, our analysis also 

uncovered various barriers around traditional gender norms, legislative procedures, a mismatch 

between skill supply and demand, information gaps, and limited access or control over economic 

resources by women in the trade sectors. For example, most women-led Vietnamese SMEs are 

unaware of tax incentives and trade opportunities that are available to them. These barriers limit 

the growth of these SMEs and negatively impact on their ability to compete internationally. This 

is why women-led SMEs tend to be concentrated in a few industries, whether export-oriented or 

to serve domestic markets that are sometimes already saturated (such as the apparel and food 

sectors). Their unwillingness to take risks is driven by a lack of financing options, in addition to 

having to manage both family and work responsibilities, and information asymmetries. Similarly, 

female employees lack information about their labor rights, an issue that became clear in the FGDs 

with the female employees from Cambodia. 

 

5. Conclusions 
 

In terms of recommendations, the African case studies demonstrated the need for targeted 

and case-specific solutions that ranged from the enforcement of existing laws and rights for 

women, to the creation of an enabling business environment and the easing of export requirements, 
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to the inclusion of women in the trade facilitation policymaking process, to address infrastructure 

challenges, to deliberate policies incentivizing exporting SMEs to employ more women, and to 

building capacity for women and encouraging partnerships with trade support organizations. In the 

case of Cambodia and Vietnam, trade support agencies could provide tailor-made business services 

that are explicitly designed for women exporters such as a digital market intelligence portal, one-

stop shops for government services (which in turn requires a public-private partnership or 

collaborative effort between trade support organizations and the government),  creation of female 

exporter networks and export-specific business training, which can all improve the economic 

outcomes for women. Financing for SMEs could also specifically target women exporters. 

Across the six countries examined in this project, government policies and incentives could 

be specifically designed to promote the hiring of women and encourage women exporters. For 

example, lack of access to finance by SMEs could be addressed by government policies requiring 

financiers to adopt priority lending practices that enhance the ability of female-led businesses to 

become exporters and specific financial products could be developed to meet the specific needs of 

female exporters. Government lending agencies could also create loan incentives that do not 

require collateral or interest for SMEs that adhere to good social practices. Governments could 

also create capacity and skill building opportunities for female workers to engage in male-

dominated sectors that tend to be high value-added. While the needs of female businesses and 

employees were clearly identified in the survey and qualitative analyses and are starting to be 

reflected in some government policy changes, they are not always taken into account when 

negotiating and implementing trade agreements. Whether in the case of trade agreements currently 

being pursued by Cambodia and Vietnam, or the African Continental Free Trade Area, the needs 
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of female-owned businesses and female workers should be clearly articulated to further empower 

women. 

We hope that the findings of the current study will encourage the collection of gender-

disaggregated data, such as those we have used in this project, for both exporting and non-

exporting SMEs, and across more countries and regions. 
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