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INTRODUCTION TO TOOLKIT 

The growth of micro, small, and medium sized enterprises (MSMEs), especially women-owned 

enterprises, is critical to the growth of all economies in the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) 

region. E-commerce, which covers both physical goods ordered online and digital goods and services 

delivered over internet 

platforms, offers an 

increasingly important 

avenue for the growth and 

internationalization of 

women-owned MSMEs. 

Businesses that sell products 

or services online are able 

to access more markets. 

Global total e-commerce 

sales were around $3.6 

trillion in 2019, and the 

Asia-Pacific region is where 

much of the growth is 

(Pasadilla, Wirjo, and Liu 

2017). Supporting women-

owned MSMEs engaged in 

cross-border e-commerce in APEC economies is an important way for economies to ride the wave of 

this growth.  

Women own the majority of MSMEs in a number of APEC economies (The Asia Foundation and Asian 

Development Bank [ADB] 2018). MSMEs, as a whole, are also important contributors to the economy, 

comprising 96 percent of all enterprises in Asia and the Pacific, and providing employment for 62 

percent of the labor force. Their further internationalization has important growth consequences for the 

region (Asia Pacific MSME Trade Coalition [AMTC] 2018). Studies also show that engaging MSMEs in 

cross-border e-commerce can yield not only productivity 

gains of 6–15 percent, but also double the participation of 

women-led MSMEs (APEC Business Advisory Council 

[ABAC] and USC Marshall School of Business 2018). The 

importance of global markets for small businesses will 

continue to grow, especially in the context of the COVID-

19 pandemic. By 2022, an estimated 20 percent of all e-

commerce will be comprised of cross-border activity 

(Global Innovation Forum 2020). However, women-owned 

businesses face a greater number of enabling environment 

challenges when establishing their businesses, as well as a 

range of cross-border e-commerce challenges (Thystrup-

Gioedesen 2018). These include access to finance and 

capital, access to networks, access to sales opportunities, and legal and social barriers. In addition, there 

are e-commerce-specific challenges that women-owned MSMEs face greater hurdles in overcoming. 

These include issues pertaining to trade finance, digital literacy and e-payments, understanding e-

E-commerce Sales across Global Regions, 2016 

“Small businesses in Canada with 

less than 20 employees have been 

the hardest hit during the 

pandemic. Since women are more 

likely to own smaller businesses, 

they are most affected.”  

- Wendy Cukier, Professor, Ted 

Rogers School of Management, 

Ryerson University, Canada 
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commerce and digital trade regulations and logistics, discrimination on online platforms, online safety 

and security, and networks, representation, and visibility. 

The objective of this toolkit is to help the APEC community gain a better understanding of the 

challenges to competitiveness and growth for women-owned e-commerce businesses when trading 

within economies and across borders and assess their own support for these businesses. While more 

research needs to be conducted on this topic, existing literature and new evidence collected through 

interviews for this toolkit reveal some specific gaps in support for women-owned businesses in cross-

border e-commerce. The diagnostic questions presented below are meant to help policymakers conduct 

a self-assessment of support for women-owned businesses in cross-border e-commerce. Following 

these questions, the toolkit reviews the challenges faced by women entrepreneurs at the local level as 

well as cross-border e-commerce specific challenges. The toolkit also highlights some of the best 

practices that APEC economies are adopting to address these challenges and support the growth of 

women-owned MSMEs in cross-border e-commerce. The intent is to help economies identify gaps in 

supporting women’s engagement in e-commerce and highlight potential areas of improvement for future 

capacity building support. Based on the results of the diagnostic, APEC economies can take customized 

measures to respond to the gaps identified.  

This toolkit builds on much of APEC’s work on e-commerce and the digital economy as well as women-

owned businesses. It is consistent with the APEC Internet and Digital Economy Roadmap as well as the 

APEC Cross-border E-Commerce Facilitation Framework, and builds on the APEC 2017–2020 Small and 

Medium Enterprises Working Group (SMEWG) Strategic Plan by addressing multiple priority areas, 

including entrepreneurship, innovation, the internet and digital economy, and inclusive business 

ecosystems that support MSME growth. It also aligns with the Boracay Action Agenda by contributing to 

the expansion of internationalization opportunities for MSMEs providing goods and services through 

Information and Communications Technology (ICT) and e-commerce. Finally, this toolkit maps to a core 

pillar of the La Serena Roadmap for Women and Inclusive Growth (2019–2030) by empowering women 

through access to capital and growth opportunities. This toolkit also links to the APEC Women and the 

Economy Dashboard, which tracks progress on several issues that women entrepreneurs in e-

commerce face, including access to capital and assets and access to markets. 

While this Toolkit contains some recommendations for private sector best practices to support women 

in cross-border e-commerce, the report focuses primarily on recommendations for APEC economies 

and policymakers. Nonetheless, the authors encourage private sector stakeholders to examine the 

findings to determine opportunities for collaboration with government; for example, through public-

private partnership models including the United States’ Women’s Global Development and Prosperity 

(W-GDP) Initiative.

https://www.whitehouse.gov/wgdp/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wgdp/
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METHODOLOGY 

The diagnostic portion of this toolkit was developed based on a comprehensive review of the challenges 

faced by women entrepreneurs in e-commerce. The toolkit draws on key studies such as a Consumer & 

Unity Trust Society (CUTS) International study (Gaitan G. 2018) and literature from organizations such 

as the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), the International Trade 

Centre (ITC), the Asia Foundation, and the Asian Development Bank. The toolkit also incorporates data 

from several key indices that cover many or all APEC economies, including the APEC Women and the 

Economy Dashboard, the World Bank Global Findex Database, and the World Bank Women, Business, 

and the Law. To supplement this desk research, the toolkit draws upon interviews with stakeholders 

active in e-commerce and those who are supporting women entrepreneurs across APEC. Interviews 

were conducted with government stakeholders as well as private sector players such as financial 

institutions, payment and platform providers, logistics companies, women-owned businesses, and other 

private sector support organizations. A network of private sector stakeholders in the Asia region was 

also consulted through the Asian Venture Philanthropy Network.

 
 

Stakeholders Consulted for Toolkit 
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DIAGNOSTIC 

The objective of the diagnostic portion of this toolkit, informed by the research that follows, is for 

economies to identify gaps in their support for women-owned MSMEs that are already engaging in or 

are ready for cross-border e-commerce. The aim is for the diagnostic to enable economies to consider 

what actions they can take within each issue area. It points to ways government stakeholders can work 

with private sector players, including entrepreneurship and trade support organizations, to collaborate 

on creating a strong ecosystem of support for MSMEs, in particular women-owned MSMEs.  

Economies may identify the appropriate lead and consult with representatives from a range of ministries 

and organizations that support women-owned MSMEs during the various steps of establishing, running, 

and exporting via an e-commerce business. The lead agency should collect the information necessary to 

select Yes/No answers to the questions, which are posed in a way that helps them understand where 

gaps might exist. The questions can also be sent as a separate link to government bodies concerned with 

advancing women-owned businesses in e-commerce. The additional details column provides space for 

economies to elaborate on their responses.  

Based on the results of the diagnostic, APEC economies can take customized measures to respond to 

the gaps identified. Economies will be able to create a custom action plan that could include the 

development of policies as well as outreach and capacity building measures to close these gaps. The 

APEC Secretariat will not collect the answer to these questions; rather, the answers are meant to guide 

economies in creating their own action plans. Economies may or may not choose to use the diagnostic 

and report back on results. However, more importantly, it is hoped that economies will share 

information about new programming and initiatives targeted towards, or more inclusive of, women-

owned businesses that the questions have led them to consider. With the aim of defining the desired 

ecosystem for women-owned MSMEs, it is envisioned that these questions will be a helpful means for 

APEC member economy governments to help women-owned businesses expand their footprint in e-

commerce, and learn from each other’s experiences.  

Questions for APEC Policymakers YES NO Additional Details: 

Data on Women in E-Commerce:    

1. Does the government collect data on the number of 

women-owned businesses in cross-border e-

commerce?  

   

2. Does the government collect data on the challenges of 

women-owned businesses involved in cross-border e-

commerce? 

   

3. Does the government quantify the impact of women-

owned businesses in cross-border e-commerce on 

economic growth? 

   

Trade Finance:    
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1. Are women able to access capital, land, and credit in 

the same way as men, according to World Bank’s 

Women, Business, and the Law criteria? 

   

2. Does the government suggest that the private sector 

collect sex-disaggregated data on access to trade 

finance for women-owned e-commerce businesses? 

   

Digital Literacy, E-Payments, and E-commerce and Digital 

Trade Regulations: 
   

1. Does the government have programs targeted towards 

women-owned businesses to help them access the 

global digital economy? 

   

2. Does the government have easily available online 

information about internet banking and e-payment 

options? 

   

3. Does the government have programs that support the 

expansion of export-oriented women-owned MSMEs, 

for example, by providing online and in-person 

trainings on entering new markets, on topics such as: 
o International product standards, locating tariff 

information, customs regulations, and other 

relevant trade related information 

o Assistance in complying with the importing 

economy’s requirements 

o Access to market intelligence and data 

o Representation in trade missions 

 

   

4. Does the government’s export trade promotion 

website contain a dedicated webpage targeting women-

owned MSMEs with reference to cross-border e-

commerce? 

   

5. Does the government disseminate information about 

private sector initiatives to help women-owned MSMEs 

with cross-border e-commerce? 

   

6. Does the government initiate public-private dialogues 

with e-commerce platforms providers and logistics and 

payment companies to explore and respond to the 

needs of women-owned MSMEs? 

   

7. Does the government have public-private partnerships 

to help build the capacity of women-owned businesses 

in cross-border e-commerce? 

   

8. Is the government publicizing ongoing global initiatives 

and platforms offered by international and private 
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organizations to connect women-owned businesses to 

e-commerce (e.g., ITC SheTrades, UNCTAD’s eTrade 

for All)? 

Discrimination on Online Platforms:    

1. Has the government examined whether gender-based 

discrimination is occurring on e-commerce platforms 

and has it explored ways to address biases? 

   

Online Safety and Security:    

1. Does the government collect data on the instances of 

cyberbullying and sexual harassment faced by women-

owned businesses online? 

   

2. Does the member economy provide legal protections 

against online cyberbullying affecting women-owned 

businesses, including online sexual harassment? 

   

Networks, Representation, and Visibility:    

1. Does the government consult with women-owned 

businesses and/or private women’s entrepreneurship 

organizations to understand challenges in access to 

technical information needed by women-owned 

businesses in e-commerce (e.g., e-payments, logistics, 

and customs information)? 

   

2. Does the government have outreach programs, for 

example, to women’s business associations and/or e-

commerce associations to socialize the informational 

programs already being offered for women-owned 

businesses in cross-border e-commerce? 

   

3. Does the government have programs to support 

greater visibility of women-owned businesses engaged 

in e-commerce?   

   

Trade Facilitation Agreement:    

1. Is the economy taking steps to implement the World 

Trade Organization’s Trade Facilitation Agreement 

(TFA) especially in areas that would support small 

businesses in e-commerce?  

   

2. Does the government have small, women-owned 

business representatives on the National Trade 

Facilitation Committee (NTFC) who can speak to the 

needs of smaller businesses and/or women-owned 
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businesses as the government prioritizes trade 

facilitation reforms? 

Logistics and Customs Duties:     

1. Does the government make efforts to connect MSMEs 

to larger distributors to help them minimize logistics 

costs and access markets? 

   

2. Could the government consider facilitating more 

affordable customized shipping options for small 

businesses? 

   

3. Does the government have easily accessible 

information online on shipping and logistics options, 

which highlights specific programs available to women-

owned small businesses? 

   

4. Does the government take steps to help simplify and 

automate customs procedures, recognizing that this 

can have a disproportionately positive impact on 

women-owned businesses? 

   

5. Given the documented evidence of women facing 

harassment at customs posts, does the government 

investigate gender-based discrimination facing female 

traders at customs posts at border crossings? 

   

6. Does the government provide transparent information 

regarding “what to expect at customs” or “dealing with 

customs officials” which includes information about 

what customs brokers can charge? 

   

7. Does the government provide transparent information 

regarding de minimis thresholds around the world 

directly to small businesses in e-commerce? 
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REVIEW OF CHALLENGES FACED BY WOMEN-OWNED MSMES 

Despite the promise of e-commerce, women-owned businesses still have difficulty accessing and using e-

commerce opportunities to their full potential. For instance, in Indonesia, women comprise 51 percent 

of small business owners but account for just 35 percent of online commerce revenue (Das et al. 2018). 

E-commerce is also becoming the only means for survival for many small businesses due to the COVID-

19 pandemic (International Trade Centre [ITC] 2020). While growth of online sales in the Asia-Pacific 

region was nearly double the rest of the world's over the last five years, the pandemic has further 

ignited the growth of it in the region (Bain & Company 2020). Now, more than ever, it is critical that 

women entrepreneurs are equipped to operate in a digital environment and engage in e-commerce and 

that economies are ensuring that the barriers to women growing these businesses are minimized. 

 Even then, while women-owned MSMEs are relatively well-

represented in domestic e-commerce, cross-border e-

commerce represents an even bigger untapped area of growth 

(Pasadilla and Wirjo 2018). Globally, only 15 percent of firms 

that export are led by women and, as depicted in the figure to 

the left, women access fewer markets than men (ABAC and the 

University of Southern California [USC] Marshall School of 

Business 2018). Across APEC, women-owned MSMEs find it 

more difficult to access these opportunities due to lack of 

training, financing, and business networks, as elaborated in this 

toolkit. Even when women engage in cross-border e-commerce, 

they are limited in their global reach.  

One reason for the limited global reach of women-owned 

businesses is that they tend to be smaller and grow more slowly 

than their male counterparts. This presents a problem because 

smaller firms find the challenges of selling overseas more 

daunting. While the definition of small and medium enterprises 

(SMEs) varies across economies, in the United States, 88 percent 

of women-owned businesses are considered small and medium-

sized, with less than $100,000 in revenue (American Express 

2018). The same is true for Indonesia where 85 percent of 

women-owned businesses are described as “small scale” 

enterprises (International Finance Corporation Program for 

Eastern Indonesia SME Assistance [IFC-PENSA] and the 

Indonesian Women’s Business Association [IWAPI] 2008). Due 

to the burden of care responsibilities at home, many women 

also pursue e-commerce on a part-time basis—a phenomenon 

that government support agencies refer to as “sidepreneurship” 

(Etsy 2019; Miller, interview)—and some even set up informally. 

Male-owned MSMEs generate more e-commerce sales than their female counterparts despite men 

comprising a minority of online sellers.  

This review of barriers—derived from existing literature and extensive interviews—reviews the enabling 

environment barriers that women-owned MSMEs face. These include, at the local level, access to finance 

Access to Global Markets 
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and capital, access to networks, access to sales opportunities, and legal and social barriers. This review 

also covers the challenges that women face related to trade finance; digital literacy, e-payments, and 

understanding e-commerce and digital trade regulations; discrimination on online platforms; online safety 

and security; and networks, representation, and visibility.  

Women-owned businesses are not a homogenous group; while some women entrepreneurs 

interviewed spoke about significant challenges in participating in cross-border e-commerce, others have 

been successful, sometimes through relying on male team members to overcome challenges. Gender-

specific data in participation in cross-border e-commerce are still nascent and the collection of gender-

disaggregated data is critical for targeting support to overcome the hurdles women-owned businesses 

face (Souminen 2018). 

Finally, there are a few challenges that MSMEs more broadly face related to incomplete implementation 

of the World Trade Organization (WTO) Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA) and customs duties and 

logistics costs. While some local barriers appear to be specific to business size rather than gender, 

addressing these challenges might automatically have a greater positive impact on women, given that 

most women-owned businesses are micro, small, or medium-sized.  

ENABLING ENVIRONMENT CHALLENGES FOR WOMEN-OWNED MSMES  

This section discusses some of the top challenges for women-owned businesses locally even before they 

join the online marketplace. It is important to consider the context within which women-owned 

businesses operate, as they face these barriers as part of their journey towards becoming successful e-

commerce players. These barriers include, but are not limited to, access to finance and capital, 

networks, and sales opportunities, as well as legal and social barriers (Jain 2019; McShane 2018). There 

are mixed results in APEC economies when examining the extent to which they currently support 

women-owned businesses in overcoming these barriers. For example, according to the 2019 Mastercard 

Index of Women Entrepreneurs, five APEC economies1 are among the top ten for markets with the 

strongest supporting conditions and the best opportunities for women to thrive as entrepreneurs; 

however, many challenges remain in the rest of the APEC economies (Mastercard 2019).  

ACCESS TO FINANCE AND CAPITAL 

According to the IFC, globally, 80 percent of women-owned businesses with credit needs are either 

unserved or underserved, which is equivalent to a $1.7 trillion financing gap (International Finance 

Corporation [IFC] n.d.). During the process of setting up a business and acquiring a loan, most financial 

institutions ask for collateral such as land or a house. However, in many APEC economies, it is the men 

who traditionally solely own these assets (World Bank 2020). In some economies, women and men do 

not have equal ownership in immovable property and in marital property (property acquired before or 

                                                

 

 

1 These five economies are: the United States (1st place), New Zealand (2nd place), Canada (3rd place), Chinese Taipei (6th place) 

and Singapore (8th place). Though not in the top 10, the Philippines was in 11th place. 
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during the marriage), and the property is managed by the husband, brother, or father. As a result, 

women have a harder time accessing credit; and if they do, the loan amounts that women can ultimately 

access are smaller. Among women-owned businesses in Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

(ASEAN) economies, only 5 to 6 percent of microenterprises, 12 to 15 percent of small firms, and 17 to 

21 percent of medium-sized enterprises have reported having adequate access to finance (Hasnan 2019). 

Asset accumulation is important because assets are used as leverage to access credit to set up an e-

commerce business. Access to land and property can also be required for warehousing of inventory for 

an e-commerce exporter. Recent initiatives such as Malaysia’s Women Entrepreneur Financing Program 

and Chile’s simplified deposit accounts have helped close the gender gap in borrowing rates.  

ACCESS TO NETWORKS 

Networks are an important factor for business 

growth, in e-commerce or otherwise, as they 

enable entrepreneurs to share and gain 

knowledge about how to run a business 

effectively. This is sometimes even more 

important in emerging economies where 

business rules and regulations may be more 

fluid. However, women in a number of 

emerging Asian economies have much smaller 

and less diverse networks than men, and the 

gender gap is even greater among exporters 

(APEC and Asia Foundation 2013). There is 

some evidence to suggest that women in 

emerging Asian economies are unable to 

network as much as men due to time constraints stemming from additional domestic and family 

responsibilities (APEC and Asia Foundation 2013). As a result, women entrepreneurs are less likely to 

access critical networks, including trade associations and chambers of commerce. Associations and 

chambers can be important hubs for information on business-related policy issues as well as e-

commerce trade rules and regulations (such as tax regimes, de minimis, product labeling, and more), but 

many are traditionally male dominated. The women-focused committees that do exist generally target 

women from large corporations. Many mixed-gender networks and associations do not offer business 

support services (such as business connections and visibility platforms) that are tailored to the needs of 

their smaller, less established members, including those run by women, and they often fail to 

accommodate the time constraints that women face due to household responsibilities (International 

Labor Organization [ILO] 2015).  

ACCESS TO SALES OPPORTUNITIES 

Women-owned MSMEs face multiple challenges in accessing sales opportunities due to a number of 

factors including gender bias, lack of support, and limited market information (compared with their male 

counterparts) (The Asia Foundation and ADB 2018). The U.S. National Women’s Business Council, an 

independent federal advisory committee for women-owned businesses in the United States, reports that 

women business owners are often assessed negatively by global supply chain managers and other actors 

with direct influence on their access to procurement opportunities due to gender-based discrimination. 
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According to WEConnect International, only 1 percent of sourcing by global corporations comes from 

women-owned businesses, which means that women-owned MSMEs have limited procurement 

opportunities offered by global value chains. In the United States, the public sector aims for a 5 percent 

procurement target for women-owned businesses, per the Federal Acquisition Streamlining Act of 1994, 

and some states offer tax incentives to those who work with minority and women-owned businesses. 

For example, the Official Code of Georgia (Annotated. Section 48.7.38) encourages the use of minority- 

and female-owned businesses by offering state income tax credits for subcontractors and contractors 

using minority businesses. Groups like the Women’s Business Enterprise National Council (WBENC) 

provide certification that a business is at least 51 percent owned, controlled, operated, and managed by 

a woman or women, to formally accredit women-owned businesses and connect them to more 

companies seeking to diversify their supply chains. Other APEC economy governments could consider 

this strategy as a means to raising the profile of women-owned businesses for greater access to 

opportunities.  

LEGAL AND SOCIAL BARRIERS 

In most economies in the world, women face legal barriers that stifle their entrepreneurial success as 

well as social barriers resulting from societal expectations. In 12 APEC economies, the law does not 

prohibit gender-based discrimination in financial services, which can impede the ability of women 

entrepreneurs to access credit and loans for their businesses (World Bank 2020), including to expand 

their e-commerce activities. But even in the cases where gender-based discrimination is prohibited by 

law, women entrepreneurs often experience negative cultural attitudes that hinder their growth. 

According to a woman entrepreneur interviewed in Mexico, when she sought venture capital to grow 

her e-commerce business, she was asked about her marital status and possible pregnancies by investors 

who also did not take her business seriously as a viable investment opportunity (Hereria Romo, 

interview). Cultural barriers in many APEC economies are related to expectations that women should 

take on the majority of the unpaid care work at home, which also means that women entrepreneurs, 

compared to their male counterparts, have more limited time to seek information, training, and advice 

on business related issues, including e-commerce.  

CHALLENGES FOR WOMEN-OWNED MSMES ENGAGED IN CROSS-BORDER 

E-COMMERCE 

Given the enabling environment barriers described in the previous section, women-owned businesses 

find it even more challenging to conduct cross-border e-commerce. Globally, only 15 percent of firms 

that export are led by women (ABAC and USC Marshall School of Business 2018) and according to an 

International Trade Centre (ITC) report, women owners are the least   represented among exporting 

businesses in the Asia region, compared to all other global regions (ITC 2015). Yet, a study by the ITC 

shows that firms that are exporting and are owned by women have about 1.2 times higher productivity 

than exporting firms owned by men (ABAC et al. 2018), reflecting the importance of supporting 

women’s capacity to export by addressing challenges they face locally. The challenges that women face 

are multifaceted in nature, relating to trade finance, digital literacy and e-payments, understanding e-

commerce and digital trade regulations and logistics, discrimination on online platforms, online safety 

and security, and networks, representation, and visibility (Kuriyama and Zhu 2016).  

Understanding these challenges is important when trying to better target future programs for women 

entrepreneurs in APEC. A recent report produced for the APEC SME Working Group (SMEWG) states: 
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“While women have more advantages in online businesses than traditional (offline) business platforms 

because of shorter time to establish businesses and to gain knowledge and information, they may still 

face difficulties in receiving support from (APEC) economy governments. Gender-based policies may be 

missing the opportunities to close the gaps between men and women in economic participation” (APEC 

SMEWG 2020). A number of APEC economies such as Australia, Brunei Darussalam, Canada, Malaysia, 

the Philippines, the United States, and Viet Nam have export training and development programs 

targeting women, which could be expanded to specifically target women-owned e-commerce businesses. 

The government-run SME Corp. Malaysia, for example, coordinates programs and events for Malaysian 

women business owners via its Women Netpreneur Program, which helps women entrepreneurs start 

and grow their businesses online (Global Innovation Forum 2020). In 2014, ABAC also launched the 

Cross-Border Export Training program (CBET) for SMEs in the APEC region (ongoing), and more could 

be done to focus on women-owned businesses. Collaborating more deliberately with the private sector 

could be a beneficial approach in leveraging resources and expertise. New programs could also be 

targeted to include women-owned e-commerce businesses in the informal sector, as anecdotal evidence 

suggests that the legal and cultural barriers act as a disincentive for women to formalize their online 

businesses.  

TRADE FINANCE 

Key Diagnostic Questions:  

 Are women able to access capital, land, and credit in the same way as men, according to 

World Bank’s Women, Business, and the Law criteria? 

 Does the government suggest that the private sector collect sex-disaggregated data on access 

to trade finance for women-owned e-commerce businesses? 

 

Access to trade finance, which consists of financial instruments used to facilitate cross-border trade, 

remains a challenge for women-owned MSMEs embarking on cross-border e-commerce. Trade finance 

makes cross-border transactions possible for enterprises ranging from a small business importing 

custom packaging materials, to multinational corporations importing or exporting large amounts of 

inventory each year. Trade finance reduces risk for both parties by providing the exporter with 

receivables or payment according to the agreement, while the importer might be extended credit to 

fulfill the trade order.  

 

Women-owned MSMEs are often less likely to own capital and assets or have strong banking 

relationships and sophisticated financial documentation needed to access higher volumes of trade finance 

(DiCaprio, Yao, and Simms 2017). Even when women-owned MSMEs have secured business finance, data 

show that they are more likely to be denied trade finance. Women-owned MSMEs in Asia are 

increasingly looking at fintech as alternatives to traditional bank-facilitated trade finance (DiCaprio, Yao, 

and Simms 2017). In Canada for example, Export Development Canada (EDC), the government-owned 

export credit agency, works specifically with women-owned MSMEs to provide them not only with 

economy specific trade  knowledge and insights, but also export credit and guarantees to secure 

international transactions. They also provide credit insurance for exporting business owners to cover 

the losses associated with unpaid invoices (EDC n.d.). 
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DIGITAL LITERACY, E-PAYMENTS AND UNDERSTANDING E-COMMERCE AND DIGITAL 

TRADE REGULATIONS 

Key Diagnostic Questions:  

 Does the government have programs targeted towards women-owned businesses to help 

them access the global digital economy? 

 Does the government have easily available online information about internet banking and e-

payment options? 

 Does the government have programs that support the expansion of export-oriented women-

owned MSMEs, for example, by providing online and in-person trainings on entering new 

markets, on topics such as:   

o International product standards, locating tariff information, customs regulations, and 

other relevant trade related information 

o Assistance in complying with the importing economy’s requirements 

o Access to market intelligence and data 

O Representation in trade missions 

 Does the government’s export trade promotion website contain a dedicated webpage 

targeting women-owned MSMEs with reference to cross-border e-commerce? 

 Does the government disseminate information about private sector initiatives to help women-

owned MSMEs with cross-border e-commerce? 

 Does the government initiate public-private dialogues with e-commerce platforms providers, 

and logistics and payment companies to explore and respond to the needs of women-owned 

MSMEs? 

 Does the government have public-private partnerships to help build the capacity of women-

owned businesses in cross-border e-commerce? 

 Is the government publicizing ongoing global initiatives and platforms offered by international 

and private organizations to connect women-owned businesses to e-commerce (e.g., ITC 

SheTrades, UNCTAD’s eTrade for All)? 

 

Digital literacy and access to online payment systems are 

necessities for businesses engaged in e-commerce. 

However, across APEC, fewer women than men access 

and use the internet and internet-banking services 

(Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development [OECD] 2019). Even when women have 

access to digital technologies, they often lack the skills and 

confidence to use them. For example, in China, 29 percent 

of women (versus 13 percent of men) and in Mexico, 31 

percent of women (versus 15 percent of men) who use 

mobile phones are not using mobile internet because of 

gaps in knowledge on how to access it (GSMA 2018). 

Women are also less likely to use internet banking 

services than men; in Mexico and Chile there is a 3 percent and 10 percent gender gap in access to 

internet banking services, respectively (OECD 2019).  

“The digital economy can be a 

game changer for women, but 

economies must invest in building 

capacity for women."  

- Realizing the Untapped Potential 

of MSMEs in APEC (ABAC and 

USC Marshall School of Business 

2018) 
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Successful cross-border e-commerce requires internet banking. This can disadvantage women 

entrepreneurs who depend on cash payments. At a more basic level, across APEC, there are also 

gender differences in access to financial accounts, which are needed to set up e-payments systems; 

women’s access is 10–20 percentage points lower than men’s in some economies (Hernando and San 

Andres 2019). Cash on delivery is therefore a preferred option for many women selling online to 

domestic consumers (Women’s World Banking 2019).  

E-payments systems are also accessed both through computers and mobile phones. And while there is a 

small gender gap in access to mobile phones in the Asia-Pacific region, there is a slightly larger gender 

gap in mobile internet use pointing to potential challenges in accessing data (GSMA, 2019). Women 

business owners surveyed have pointed out that their mobile data is often used for activities related to 

the general welfare of the house and their devices are also shared by children (Internet Governance 

Forum [IGF] 2019). Rural women may also have limited capacity to afford data plans and their level of 

digital and financial literacy is often lower than men’s levels.  

 

Identifying the right markets and understanding regulations and logistics involved in cross-border e-

commerce can also be challenging for small women-owned 

MSMEs. Anecdotal evidence indicates that many women-

owned MSMEs may have information about local demand for 

products and services but may experience information gaps in 

understanding global e-commerce regulations. Regulations can 

be quite complex and differ by economy. For example, a 

successful Mexican female entrepreneur interviewed for this 

toolkit said: “Support from government agencies and business 

associations for women e-commerce exporters is very limited. 

I have been in e-commerce for nine years and I consider myself 

an educated person, but the e-commerce rules and regulations 

are not easy to understand” (Heredia Romo, interview). 

Additionally, a Canadian entrepreneurship support organization interviewed for this toolkit discussed 

how a sophisticated female e-commerce entrepreneur did not realize her facial creams would have to 

pass stringent requirements before they could be exported to Japan due to the high level of regulation 

of the Japanese cosmetics industry (McDonald, interview).  

The global e-commerce platform company Etsy reports that 87 percent of its sellers identify as women, 

and that time is the scarcest resource for them (Etsy 2019). A recent report by the APEC SME Working 

Group states that while some APEC economies have informative websites for small business and 

women-owned enterprises, in others “women face unfriendly websites to look for information and 

support on how to start businesses” (APEC SME Working Group [SMEWG] 2020). It further states that 

women looking to start online businesses would “greatly benefit from training courses that show how to 

start branding, using applications, designing websites, accountant skills in the online environment and 

employ various e-marketing tools to grow the business” (APEC SMEWG 2020). A survey by ProChile, a 

trade promotion organization in Chile also shows that women especially face challenges in accessing 

information related to exports and logistics (DIRECON and ProChile 2019). The Global Alliance for 

Trade Facilitation (GATF) has also recently called for capacity building support for women-owned 

businesses to help them gain access to trading basics and understand how to navigate information 

platforms (GATF 2020). The Australian government, for example, has a webpage oriented towards 

“Every package leaving or coming 

into Canada needs to clear 

customs and e-commerce 

exporters must understand how to 

comply with this complex process.” 

 – Interview with Martha Harrison, 

International Trade Lawyer, 

Canada  



   

 

15     |     WOMEN-OWNED BUSINESSES IN CROSS-BORDER E-COMMERCE  USAID.GOV  

 

women exporters that highlights successful women-owned businesses, women-focused exporter 

networks, business opportunities, grants, and important export-related information from the Australian 

Trade and Investment Commission. The textbox below expands on features of webpages, similar to the 

Australian example, which could facilitate greater information for women-owned businesses. 

KEY COMPONENTS OF A USER-FRIENDLY GOVERNMENT WEBSITE FOR MSME 

EXPORTERS: 

 

 Critical information about key needs of small businesses highlighted clearly 

 Information regularly updated (bi-weekly or monthly)  

 Links to relevant government agencies, export related certifications, and small business 

workshops and trainings 

 Success stories updated yearly 

 One or two larger images per page 

 Diversity of individuals shown in images in terms of different ages, ethnic and racial 

backgrounds, and gender 

 Separate section with information for e-commerce trade including clear explanation of e-

commerce and digital trade issues related to e-payment services, various platform options, tax 

implications of selling online in global markets, and product specific tariff and customs 

information from major global markets presented clearly 

 Separate section on “How to export” which includes checklists or quizzes (such as Austrade's 

International Readiness Indicator or Canada’s “Are You Ready to Export?” quiz) 

 Clear information about options for shipping and logistics services  

 Information about how to use customs brokers 

CONSIDERATIONS FOR ENGAGING WOMEN-OWNED BUSINESSES: 

 

 Easily accessible links to government and private sector resources supporting women 

business owners 

 Links to trainings and networks for women business owners 

 Case studies of successful women entrepreneurs engaged in trade in a range of sectors (not 

just female-dominated sectors) 

 Information about webinars and workshops that include both women and men as moderators 

and presenters 

 Use of images of women and men engaged in business activities throughout the website, not 

exclusively in a section for women entrepreneurs 

 

Knowledge of economy-level differences in regulations and requirements is essential for all MSMEs prior 

to engaging in exporting, so that their products and services can target the right markets. This 

information can be provided in accessible formats online such as websites, webinars, or social media by 

government agencies focused on supporting SMEs. Evidence suggests that men often have larger-sized 

businesses, which makes it less challenging for them to overcome e-commerce related barriers, and they 

are typically more easily able to participate in business associations and chambers of commerce which 

often offer tailored support to exporters. As noted above, the service offerings of associations and 
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chambers are not always tailored to small businesses, leading women to rely on less formal platforms for 

information exchange, including social media. Anecdotal evidence from Mexico and Indonesia, for 

example, indicates that women-owned businesses are using WhatsApp as a tool to connect with other 

women-owned businesses in informal groups.  

 

A 2019 report on social media based entrepreneurship argued for using digital platforms that women 

are already comfortable with when helping them access additional financial resources (Women’s World 

Banking 2019). Governments across APEC economies use social media to share information on available 

services, but could do more to market the availability of these tools as a source of information within 

platforms that many women-owned businesses are already using for customer engagement and 

marketing. An entrepreneur from Mexico, Carmelina Ramirez, urges governments to generate creative 

strategies to reach women, enabling more entrepreneurs to discover government support programs, 

economic incentives, and export promotion programs to help small businesses reach international 

markets (Global Innovation Forum 2019).  

 

Across APEC, a range of non-profit and private sector actors are addressing these gaps and providing 

important examples for how APEC policymakers can address constraints around access to market 

information, export strategies, and logistics information. The following are examples that APEC 

policymakers can keep in mind when designing interventions. 

NONGOVERNMENTAL SOLUTIONS TO HELPING WOMEN IN E-COMMERCE AND 

DIGITAL TRADE 

 

U.S. Private Sector Examples 

 

UPS: Information and Training for Women Exporters  

In 2019, the International Trade Centre’s SheTrades program together with the global shipping 

company, UPS, launched the Women’s Exporter Program to provide training and education 

opportunities that allow women business owners to better understand the complexities of exporting, 

e-commerce, and trade regulations in economies including Mexico and Viet Nam. This training 

program helps women-owned businesses grow their businesses through e-commerce export trade. 

Through different collaborations in the United States, UPS also hosted workshops and mentoring 

sessions at the Women's Business Enterprise National Council (WBENC) Conference. The 

workshops and one-to-one coaching sessions provided:  

 Insights and training on export strategies; 

 Tools and resources to enter new markets; 

 Insights on how to build an export-friendly digital presence; and 

 Guidance on package flow and preparing an export shipment. 

UPS experts also provided tips on targeting, research, documentation, and shipping processes to help 

build confidence and competence. UPS plans to conduct additional training sessions in the United 

States and globally in the future. 

 

https://www.womensworldbanking.org/insights-and-impact/social-commerce-report-2019/
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Etsy: Support and Advocacy for Women-owned businesses in E-commerce  

Esty, a global e-commerce platform company, supports women-owned businesses in starting up, e-

commerce sales, and growth through online resources including an e-commerce sellers’ handbook 

which has regulatory information about e-commerce transactions, training videos, and webinars. In 

addition, online chat forums are available 24 hours, 7 days per week for Etsy entrepreneurs ranging 

on topics such as sales, copyright infringement, and product development. Etsy staff also monitor sales 

and reach out to individual sellers who experience rapid changes in order volumes.   

 

 

Best Practice from a Non-Profit Organization 

 

ITC: SheTrades Online Platform 

Launched by the International Trade Centre in 2015, the SheTrades initiative provides a virtual 

platform for women-owned businesses to access a network of global sellers and buyers to sell their 

services and products internationally. Women-owned businesses who own 30 percent or more of 

their business can apply for free membership to the SheTrades platform.  

In addition, as SheTrades members, women-owned businesses can get free access to SheTrades 

Virtual Learning, the core training hub for the SheTrades initiative. They can also participate in group 

activities, choose from 23 different online courses developed by experts, and receive an official ITC 

certificate upon completion. 

 

DISCRIMINATION ON ONLINE PLATFORMS 

Key Diagnostic Question:  

Has the government examined whether gender-based discrimination is occurring on e-

commerce platforms and has it explored ways to address biases? 

 

While there is a dearth of literature on this topic, select studies have found that women may experience 

inadvertent discrimination on e-commerce platforms. For example, women selling on a large popular 

global platform get a lower number of online bids and make only 80 percent of what men do when 

selling the same new products and 97 percent of what men do when selling used products, even if 

women are perceived to be more honest and reliable as sellers than men. People perceive goods sold by 

men to have more value, particularly for certain items like army knives or car seat covers (Kricheli-Katz 

and Regev 2016). Even though women can conduct business online with relative anonymity, e-commerce 

is not free of gender bias. 

 

For example, a major North American e-commerce platform has a feature to promote certain sellers. 

However, it may inadvertently be discriminating against small-scale or women e-commerce 

entrepreneurs through its algorithm. Top-ranking e-commerce sellers are promoted through the feature 

and although the algorithm itself is not public, certain seller performance metrics are known to be key: 

competitive pricing, free shipping, low product defect rates, responsiveness to customer communication, 

and product stock levels maintained with the platform. Since the majority of women-led enterprises are 
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small businesses with low output levels, low growth, thin price margins, and very little capacity to bear 

inventory and customer service related overheads, they end up being perpetually disadvantaged in such 

data-based scoring processes (Gurumurthy and Chami 2018). APEC economy governments could 

address these types of issues by encouraging or recommending that e-commerce platforms refrain from 

anti-competitive practices resulting from rating mechanisms.  

ONLINE SAFETY AND SECURITY 

Key Diagnostic Questions:  

 Does the government collect data on the instances of cyberbullying and sexual 

harassment faced by women-owned businesses online? 

 Does the member economy provide legal protections against online cyberbullying 

affecting women-owned businesses, including online sexual harassment? 

 

While cyberbullying, stalking, trolling, and online defaming 

are often associated with individual internet users, these 

issues can also disproportionately impact women in business. 

There are digital threats faced by women-owned businesses 

daily while interacting in online social networks, and these 

threats inhibit women’s e-commerce activity. It is generally 

accepted that engagement with online social networks is 

useful for the success of an e-commerce business, given that 

98 percent of digital consumers globally use social media 

platforms. Women entrepreneurs can leverage social media 

effectively to access new opportunities, as evidenced by a 

Peruvian based startup Culqi (Global Innovation Forum 

2019).  

 

However, online bullying can discourage successful women entrepreneurs from using social networks 

(Michota 2013). This is confirmed by the testimony of a Mexican woman entrepreneur, Claudia de 

Heredia Romo, founder of Kichink, who was interviewed for this toolkit and said: “Women 

entrepreneurs are always more susceptible to online bullying than our male counterparts. After I 

became successful as an e-commerce business owner, I would constantly get harassed on social media 

and people would make gender-based comments on my appearance.” Though data are limited on the 

effects of cyberbullying on women business owners, women are two times more likely to experience 

online harassment than men (White 2017).  

Other types of digital threats such as hacking and data privacy violations can also disproportionately 

affect MSMEs. While corporations and large enterprises can afford to use advanced digital security 

measures for preventive measures, most MSMEs and individual entrepreneurs are often unable to 

protect their enterprises from digital threats. Studies show that women-owned businesses also lag in 

digital literacy compared to male counterparts, which can also make them more susceptible to 

cybercrime (United States Agency for International Development [USAID] 2018). 

“Business cyberbullying can cause 

lost revenue, a decrease in 

employee morale, and a downturn 

in a company's persona and 

prestige.”  

– Greg Williams, author of 

Negotiating with a Bully (from 

Bawden-Davis 2018) 

https://itforchange.net/index.php/taxonomy/term/1215
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NETWORKS, REPRESENTATION AND VISIBILITY 

Key Diagnostic Questions:  

 Does the government consult with women-owned businesses and/or private women’s 

entrepreneurship organizations to understand challenges in access to technical 

information needed by women-owned businesses in e-commerce (e.g., e-payments, 

logistics and customs information)? 

 Does the government have outreach programs, for example, to women’s business 

associations and/or e-commerce associations to socialize the informational programs 

already being offered for women-owned businesses in cross-border e-commerce?  

 Does the government have programs to support greater visibility of women-owned 

businesses engaged in e-commerce?   

 

Women-owned MSMEs are sometimes held back due to 

confidence gaps resulting from lack of networks, role 

models, and representation. As discussed earlier, women in 

the Asia-Pacific region are significantly under-represented in 

chambers of commerce and associations, with a gender gap 

in participation that is even wider when it comes to 

exporters. It is critical to have spaces where women-owned 

businesses engaged in e-commerce can learn from each 

other as well as from male entrepreneurs, build networks, 

find mentors, and access market information. According to a 

U.S.-based entrepreneurship support organization, Women 

Entrepreneurs Go Global (WEGG), women entrepreneurs 

learn best from listening to other women business owners 

share their personal experiences about overcoming business 

challenges. 

 

Part of this problem is related to perceptions; women-

owned businesses engaged in cross-border e-commerce are 

often not aware that their business qualifies them to be 

considered as “exporters” and therefore do not engage in 

business associations or benefit from government-funded programs. A support group for women 

entrepreneurs confirms that women business owners tend to think of “exporters” as large volume 

(often male) corporate players, while they see themselves as “online sellers”— even when their business 

is selling internationally. As a result, they fail to tap into existing government programs labeled as 

“export promotion” or seek out trade promotion programs of business associations (McDonald, 

Interview). Special efforts could be considered to target women-owned MSMEs that are selling 

internationally, or to re-brand export support programs to appeal to a broader group.  

UNCTAD’s eTrade for All initiative seeks to increase the visibility and voice of female digital 

entrepreneurs to change the gender status quo in e-commerce. Websites such as Ecommerce-

speakers.com and Marketing-speakers.com are continuously refining resources to help give more 

exposure to female speakers and diversity at events to support a coalition to improve diversity in panels, 

called the Diversity in Conferences and Events (DICE) initiative. To increase the number of women 

“While the e-commerce industry in 

Australia is nearing a tipping point 

of equality in terms of gender 

numbers, the representation of 

women at a range of recent 

industry events was male 

dominated, not in terms of 

attendees, but more so 

representation. Why was it skewed 

despite the vast number of 

successful female e-commerce 

leaders in our market?” 

 – Prinitha Govender, founder of 

online media company Prinitha & 

Co., Australia 
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represented on panels in the e-commerce industry, these initial lists of women business owners could 

be consulted. 

BEST PRACTICES IN RAISING VISIBILITY OF WOMEN 

 Canada recognizes the importance of raising the visibility of SMEs as important drivers of trade. In 

2018, the government established the new role of Minister of Small Enterprises, Export Promotion 

and International Trade, and filled it with a female candidate. 

 

 UNCTAD’s eTrade for Women Network addresses the dearth of examples of women-owned 

businesses in e-commerce who have had success in the field and works with developing economies, 

including economies in APEC to provide them with capacity building and raise their profiles.  

OTHER CHALLENGES TO WOMEN-OWNED MSMES ENGAGED IN E-

COMMERCE 

In addition to the critical barriers are detailed above, MSMEs in general face a range of other cross-

border e-commerce-related challenges due to their small size. While further study needs to be done to 

determine the impact on women, it is possible to conclude that women-owned businesses engaged in e-

commerce face these challenges disproportionately since the majority of women-owned businesses are 

MSMEs. As a result, new programs targeted to support MSMEs at large can be especially helpful in 

improving the situation for women-owned businesses.  

TRADE FACILITATION AGREEMENT 

Key Diagnostic Questions:  

 Is the economy taking steps to implement the World Trade Organization’s Trade 

Facilitation Agreement (TFA) especially in areas that would support small businesses in e-

commerce?  

 Does the government have small, women-owned business representatives on the 

National Trade Facilitation Committee (NTFC) who can speak to the needs of smaller 

businesses and/or women-owned businesses as the government prioritizes trade 

facilitation reforms? 

 

The implementation of the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA) is expected to take some cost 

and complexity out of trade while leveling the playing field between small and large exporters. The TFA 

is focused on support for automation and an overall simplification and rationalization of customs 

procedures, which affects the speed at which businesses, including MSMEs, can move their products. 

Smaller exporters can suffer more as a result of customs delays when TFA implementation is lagging.  

 

While TFA implementation is a priority for many APEC economies, a closer look at how women-owned 

businesses can increase their involvement in and awareness of APEC economies’ TFA implementation 

may be useful. For example, could having more women-owned MSME representation in National Trade 

Facilitation Committees (NTFC) be a way to understand the challenges that women-owned businesses 

face at the border during the process of conducting e-commerce? An UNCTAD survey of 52 
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economies, including some in Asia, shows that, on average, only 37 percent of NTFC members are 

female.  

LOGISTICS AND CUSTOMS DUTIES 

Key Diagnostic Questions:  

 Does the government make efforts to connect MSMEs to larger distributors to help them 

minimize logistics costs and access markets? 

 Could the government consider facilitating more affordable customized shipping options 

for small businesses? 

 Does the government have easily accessible information online on shipping and logistics 

options, which highlights specific programs available to women-owned small businesses? 

 Does the government take steps to help simplify and automate customs procedures, 

recognizing that this can have a disproportionately positive impact on women-owned 

businesses? 

 Given the documented evidence of women facing harassment at customs posts, does the 

government investigate gender-based discrimination facing female traders at customs 

posts at border crossings? 

 Does the government provide transparent information regarding “what to expect at 

customs” or “dealing with customs officials” which includes information about what 

customs brokers can charge? 

 Does the government provide transparent information regarding de minimis thresholds 

around the world directly to small businesses in e-commerce? 

 

Logistics costs, including last-mile delivery, have a greater impact on smaller, more remote, and rural e-

commerce merchants (Suominen 2018). The range of costs associated with customs, delivery, and 

transport must be incorporated into the final sales price. In most cases, logistic services were developed 

for big companies moving larger volumes and not with MSMEs in mind. As a result, MSMEs sometimes 

find shipping services more expensive to use, which can be a special burden on women-owned 

businesses, since most are MSMEs. The rates charged by third‑party logistics companies (3PL) for 

delivery of individual business-to-consumer (B2C) packages may not be feasible for a small company’s 

business model (World Economic Forum 2018). An International Trade Centre and UPS survey of 

women entrepreneurs in Chile, Mexico, and Viet Nam shows that logistics for e-commerce are among 

their top three challenges. Most women entrepreneurs surveyed demonstrated low levels of 

understanding and knowledge of key logistical components that are crucial to scaling up business 

operations. As a result, the study identified a need for tailored and integrated solutions to build the 

capacity and logistical competitiveness of women entrepreneurs (ITC and UPS 2019). Another ITC 

study shows that women-owned businesses use postal services more often than men in sending goods 

across borders (27 percent versus 13 percent), which indicates that women-owned businesses are 

financially constrained from using more expensive courier services. Limited choice of service suppliers, 

especially for cross-border delivery, is also a major concern for some women-owned businesses, which 

report that a handful of players dominate international delivery services, leading to overpriced offerings 

(ITC 2017a). Governments can take further steps to make information available online on shipping and 

logistics options for small businesses, and to connect MSMEs to larger distributors that are able to bear 

these costs on their behalf. 

 



   

 

USAID.GOV                                                 WOMEN-OWNED BUSINESSES IN CROSS-BORDER E-COMMERCE     |     22 

In e-commerce sales, preparing for returns is one of the most critical aspects of customer satisfaction. 

Yet cross-border returns involve customs and other complexities. Over half of online consumers in the 

United States are more likely to return a product they bought online than a product they bought in-

store (Gray 2019). A CUTS-International study found that women-owned MSMEs face particular 

challenges with online returns (Gaitan G. 2018). Studies from ICTSD-Geneva (International Centre for 

Trade and Sustainable Development), UNCTAD, and USAID as well as from a major U.S. shipping and 

logistics company, UPS, confirm that women-owned small businesses often lack the know-how to 

process returned goods for cross-border business. An e-commerce platform that reports low return 

rates for their women-owned business sellers, attributes this to efforts female sellers make to 

personalize their offering and connect with buyers on a human level, reducing the likelihood of a return 

(Staechelin, interview). It is also important for economies to simplify and automate customs procedures 

in order to streamline the movement of goods across borders to support both sales and efficient 

returns. Small business e-commerce players with late or missing deliveries will suffer with customers in 

ways that larger players with an established brand and longer list of loyal customers can better 

withstand.  

 

Automated customs procedures also reduce opportunities for corruption and graft at the border, which 

add costs to the trading system and reduce the benefits trade can bring to an economy. Numerous 

studies show that female traders at the border are more susceptible to corruption when dealing with 

customs brokers (German Corporation for International Cooperation GmbH [GIZ] 2014; Boyce, 

interview). In a survey of SME owners, women exporters in the Philippines indicated that the issue of 

informal payments to customs officials was significantly more problematic for them than for men 

exporters (64 percent of women respondents said it was a severe or moderate problem, compared to 

48 percent of men respondents) (APEC and Asia Foundation 2013). Anecdotal evidence from interviews 

suggests that in Mexico, customs brokers prefer dealing with male business owners. While women in 

customs jobs at the border are in most cases distinct from the women e-commerce entrepreneurs who 

are the primary focus of this toolkit, women customs officials play an important part in the success of 

the e-commerce ecosystem. Ridding the system of such discrimination and opportunities for corruption 

would benefit male and female e-commerce players alike. 

 

Finally, due to lack of personnel and expertise, many MSMEs struggle with calculating tax and duties 

payable on cross-border shipments (Duffy and Pruchniewska 2017). When conducting e-commerce, all 

small businesses need to be aware of de minimis thresholds, a maximum value that a business can import 

in one shipment per day, per person, duty-free and without having to pay goods and service taxes to 

customs officials. De minimis threshold amounts can vary from $1 to $1,000 in APEC economies. In the 

United States, for example, the threshold is $800, and this regime is relevant for MSMEs as they largely 

send low-value shipments. While taxes on the goods valued above the de minimis threshold are generally 

collected at the border, some economies such as Australia are beginning to collect these taxes directly 

from the e-commerce vendor when the item value crosses the threshold. Therefore, de minimis regimes 

and fee collection procedures can vary greatly. There is also the added complexity, in some cases, of 

different thresholds for duties and taxes. Since e-commerce-related trade rules and regulations can 

evolve quickly, it is important to have a mechanism for clear communication between governments and 

MSMEs, including women-owned MSMEs, about any changes in regimes, costs, and paperwork 

requirements, because MSMEs are not always networked or and may not have access to large export 

consulting services and can be unexpectedly hit with customs charges.   
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CONCLUSION 

There is much to gain from expanding women’s understanding of cross-border e-commerce; in 2015, 

the global value of cross-border e-commerce was $189 billion (UNCTAD 2017). The cross-border 

share of e-commerce has been increasing over the past couple of years, and therefore, represents an 

opportunity for women-owned MSMEs to engage and boost the success of their businesses. This toolkit 

has been designed to enable APEC economies to better understand the challenges women-owned 

businesses face, highlight best practices, and enable economies to assess their own support at the local 

level to strengthen women entrepreneurs’ ability to engage fully in cross-border e-commerce.  

Following this toolkit, targeted initiatives will be required to support women-owned businesses in many 

APEC economies. However, broader programming by the APEC community to support MSMEs could 

also benefit women-owned businesses disproportionately as the majority of them are MSMEs. Such 

initiatives should seek to align with APEC’s Internet and Digital Economy Roadmap, the APEC Cross-

border E-Commerce Facilitation Framework, and build on both the 2017–2020 SMEWG Strategic Plan 

and the La Serena Roadmap for Women and Inclusive Growth (2019–2030) by addressing multiple 

priority areas, including entrepreneurship, innovation, digital economy, and inclusive business 

ecosystems that support women-owned MSME growth.  

APEC can better integrate women into the global economy by extending economy-level policies and 

programs towards supporting their full participation in the global marketplace. With the growth of the 

digital economy, women in the APEC region are increasingly harnessing their entrepreneurial spirit and 

leveraging the power of e-commerce. The APEC community must stand ready to eliminate obstacles, 

and facilitate growth of women-owned businesses, unlocking their potential as powerful catalysts for 

regional prosperity. 
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