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BACKGROUND

• The US Support for Economic Growth in 

Asia (US-SEGA) activity is a joint project of 

the U.S. Agency for International 

Development and the U.S. Department of 

State, which Nathan Associates is 

implementing.

• Under the APEC Small and Medium 

Enterprises Working Group, this initiative 

focuses specifically on how policymakers from 

APEC economies can reduce barriers and 

better support women entrepreneurs 

engaging in cross-border ecommerce.



CONTEXT

• The digital economy is growing rapidly and APEC is 

committed to helping women-owned micro, small and 

medium sized businesses (MSMEs) take advantage of 

the opportunities.

• Women in the APEC region have been taking 

advantage of domestic e-commerce opportunities, but 

remain under-represented in cross-border e-

commerce in some economies.

• In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, success in 

e-commerce is a critical factor in the survival of small 

enterprises in the region. 

Global e-commerce 

sales were around 

$3.6 trillion 
in 2019, and Asia-Pacific 

is where much of the 

growth is. 



CONTEXT

• Small Businesses Face More Challenges in Cross-Border E-Commerce:  

Whether it is dealing with logistics, understanding digital regulations, or access to trade 

finance, small businesses have the most difficult time navigating these issues in e-

commerce.

• Women-Owned Businesses are Small:  Women own 50 percent of micro-enterprises 

and 59 percent of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in East Asia and the Pacific.  

As women-owned businesses tend to be smaller, they disproportionately face cross-

border e-commerce challenges. 

• Two Types of Barriers:

1. Overarching Enabling Environment Barriers

2. E-Commerce Specific Barriers
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COMPONENTS OF THE TOOLKIT

Summary of key barriers for women-owned businesses 

Private sector best practices

Diagnostic checklist for use by policymakers to assess their own 

support in key areas including: 

• Access to financing

• Network support

• Market access

• Reduction of regulatory hurdles

• Digital literacy

• Trade financing

• Reduction of logistics and customs barriers

• Online safety

• Representation and visibility



OVERARCHING CHALLENGES FOR WOMEN-OWNED BUSINESSES



CHALLENGES FOR WOMEN ENTREPRENEURS



CROSS-BORDER E-COMMERCE CHALLENGES FOR WOMEN-

OWNED BUSINESSES

Trade Finance:

• Women-owned MSMEs are more likely to be denied trade finance. 

• Women-owned MSMEs are less likely to have strong banking relationships 

and sophisticated financial documentation.

Digital Literacy and E-Payments: 

• Fewer women than men have access to and/or use internet-banking services.

• Women often lack the skills and confidence to use digital services. 



Digital Trade Regulations:

• While some economies have informative websites targeted for women-led 

enterprises (e.g. Australia), in others, government websites are harder to navigate 

for those seeking information on how to export. 

Logistics:

• Women-owned businesses are more likely than men to use postal services vs. 

international logistics providers in sending goods across borders, which may 

indicate financial constraints. 

• Women face barriers in accessing information related to logistics.

CROSS-BORDER E-COMMERCE CHALLENGES FOR WOMEN-

OWNED BUSINESSES



Discrimination on Online Platforms:

• Women may experience gender bias while selling on e-commerce platforms 

where women not only get a lower number of online bids, but earn less 

when selling the same products as men. 

• Some practices of large e-commerce platforms favor large businesses.

Customs and After-Sales Support:

• Women-owned MSMEs face challenges with online returns. 

• In some cases, customs brokers prefer dealing with male business owners, and 

female business owners are more susceptible to corruption. 

CROSS-BORDER E-COMMERCE CHALLENGES FOR WOMEN-

OWNED BUSINESSES



Online Safety and Security:

• Women are two times more likely to experience online harassment than 

men. 

• Women business owners may face digital threats while interacting in online 

social networks, which are crucial for sales. 

• Digital threats such as hacking and data privacy violations can also 

disproportionately affect MSMEs.

Networks, Representation, and Visibility: 

• Confidence gaps result from lack of networks, role models, and the lack of 

representation holds back women-owned MSMEs in e-commerce. 

• Gender balanced representation is needed at e-commerce panels and events.

CROSS-BORDER E-COMMERCE CHALLENGES FOR WOMEN-

OWNED BUSINESSES



SELECT PRIVATE SECTOR BEST PRACTICES

Information and Training 

• A global logistics company and International Trade 

Centre’s SheTrades program developed a Women’s 

Exporter Program to provide training and education 

for women business owners in cross-border e-

commerce.

• The training covers exporting, e-commerce, and 

trade regulations in Viet Nam, amongst other 

economies. 

• Company experts provide tips on targeting, 

research, documentation, and shipping processes to 

help build confidence and competence. 



SELECT PRIVATE SECTOR BEST PRACTICES

Resources, Real-time Support, and Advocacy

• A global platform company provides women-owned 

businesses in online start up and e-commerce sales with 

an e-commerce sellers’ handbook, which has e-

commerce regulatory information, training videos and 

webinars. 

• 24/7 online chat forums are available to address issues in 

international sales, copyright infringement, and product 

development. 

• The company advocates for policy changes to create 

more favorable trade conditions for MSMEs.
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