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Executive Summary

This report explores gender differences in entrepreneurship for micro, 
small, and medium enterprises (MSME) in Southeast Asia. It analyzes 
data from five Southeast Asian countries: Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR), Timor-Leste, and Vietnam, 
and reviews existing evidence from across the region. Using data 
from household and firm-level surveys, the report establishes stylized 
facts about gender gaps in participation in entrepreneurship and in 
business performance for two types of businesses: microbusinesses 
and small and medium enterprises (SME). Microbusinesses include 
businesses with less than 5 employees, and SMEs include businesses 
with between 5 and 100 employees. This study focuses on MSMEs 
because they account for 97 percent of all enterprises in Asia-Pacific 
Economic Cooperation countries1 and because the owner’s gender 
may have a greater influence on the outcomes of MSMEs than large 
businesses, which are more likely to have multiple owners or be part 
of a larger corporation. After establishing stylized facts about gender 
gaps in entrepreneurship, the report employs various econometric 
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Removing 
barriers to female 
entrepreneurship 
can unleash 
untapped potential 
for economic 
growth and 
foster equity of 
opportunity.

techniques to understand better the factors that are associated 
with these gaps. Finally, the report makes a case for policy action 
and presents a review of global evidence on how these factors 
are best addressed.  

Understanding how and why female entrepreneurs lag their 
male counterparts is critical to promote two key development 
objectives: equity and growth. Gender-based inequalities of 
opportunity can impede women from making work choices 
aligned with their goals, interests, and skills. Understanding 
and addressing the gender-specific challenges that hinder 
women’s entrepreneurship can thus foster equity of opportunity. 
Removing barriers to female entrepreneurship can also unleash 
untapped potential for economic growth. When some women 
are excluded from becoming entrepreneurs, the average talent of 
entrepreneurs is lower, leading to an estimated per capita income 
loss of seven percent in East Asia and the Pacific.2 Reducing 
barriers to women’s labor market participation and occupational 
choices has also been shown to make large contributions to 
economic growth in the United States.3

This report finds significant gender gaps in entrepreneurship 
in Southeast Asia, which differ by the scale of the enterprise. 
Gender gaps are linked to lower levels of entrepreneurial and 
other inputs in women-led enterprises due to inhibiting gender 
norms, legal inequities, and market failures. Women are as likely 
as men to run microbusinesses, but there are gender gaps in 
microenterprise performance. These gaps are associated with 
lower levels of key inputs, including hired labor, time for own 
labor, skills, and capital. Women are less likely than men to own 
SMEs, but gender gaps in SME performance are not statistically 
significant in most countries. Women’s lower levels of skills, 
access to information, and capital help explain the gender gap 
in SME ownership, as these inputs are correlated with owning an 
SME. A comprehensive policy agenda is needed to address the 
multiple constraints that female entrepreneurs face, and policies 
need to address the heterogeneous needs of women operating 
businesses of different sizes. 
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Figure O.1 Gender gaps in participation exist among SMEs but 
not microbusinesses

Gender gaps in 
entrepreneurial outcomes  
in Southeast Asia depend  
on firm size 

Although women run about half of 
microenterprises, women’s microenterprises 
make lower profits and sales than those 
of men. As shown in Figure O.1, the share 
of microbusinesses run by women ranges 
from 49 percent in Indonesia to 62 percent in 
Timor-Leste. Nevertheless, there are gender 
gaps in business performance, and these gaps 
remain or become wider when comparing 
men and women operating in the same 
sector of activity (Figure O2: Panel A). Female 
microentrepreneurs have profits or sales that 
are between 11 percent and 41 percent lower 
than male microentrepreneurs in similar sectors 
of activity. 

Women are less likely than men to own SMEs; 
however, there are not statistically significant 
gender gaps in performance among SMEs in 
most countries. In all countries except Timor-
Leste, less than half of SMEs are owned by 
women, with the largest gaps in SME ownership 
in Indonesia and Vietnam (Figure O.1). Gender 
differences in business performance of SMEs 
are only statistically significant in Indonesia, 
and this difference shrinks and loses statistical 
significance when comparing men and women 
in the same sector of activity (Figure O2: Panel 
B). In Lao PDR and Timor-Leste, the gender 
gap in business performance reverses to favor 
female-owned SMEs when comparing men 
and women with similar personal and business 
characteristics. 
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Panel A. Percentage difference in business performance between male and female microentrepreneurs 

Figure O.2 Gender gaps in business performance of 
microenterprises exist, but there is less evidence of performance 
gaps among SMEs

Significant at 1% Significant at 5% Not statistically Significant
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Panel B: Percentage difference in business performance between
male and female SMEs

Raw gender gap in performance Gap after including only sector controls Gap after including all controls

Significant at 1% Significant at 5% Not statistically Significant

Panel B. Percentage difference in business performance between male and female SMEs

Source: Panel A: Calculations using CSES, IFLS, LECS, TLSLS, VSMES ; Panel B : Calculations using WBES for Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao 
PDR, Timor-Leste, VSMES 
Note: In Panel A, business performance is defined as log profits for Cambodia, Indonesia, Timor-Leste, and Vietnam and log sales for 
Lao PDR. In Panel B, business performance is defined as log sales for Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR and Timor-Leste, and log profits for 
Vietnam. See Model 1.1 in Appendix B for technical details and the list of control variables included.
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Gender gaps in 
entrepreneurship are linked 
to lower levels of inputs in 
women-led enterprises,  
which are shaped by gender 
norms, legal distortions,  
and market failures. 

Existing evidence demonstrates that women-
led enterprises have lower levels of key 
entrepreneurial inputs, including the time and 
skills of the entrepreneur, hired labor, and 
capital. Women in Asia and the Pacific spend four 
times more time on unpaid care work than men,4 
which limits the amount of time available to them 
for market activities, like running a business. 
Although the gender gap in school enrollment has 
been closing and even reversed in some countries 
over the past two decades, there are still gender 
differences in educational attainment and literacy 
among adults5  as well as differences in access 
to business-specific knowledge.6 Women’s 
businesses have fewer workers than men’s 
businesses.7 In addition, women have unequal 
access to inputs like land and credit.8

Women in Southeast Asia seem 
able to open microenterprises 
with comparable ease to men 
but face gendered barriers to 
SME ownership.

Female microentrepreneurs 
underperform compared to male 
microentrepreneurs, but gender 
gaps in business performance 
are less salient among SMEs.
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Figure O.3 Framework for understanding gender gaps in 
entrepreneurial outcomes

As shown in the conceptual framework 
developed for this report (Figure O3), 
gender gaps in entrepreneurial inputs 
explain the observed gender gaps in SME 
ownership and microbusiness performance. 
New analysis for this report shows that 
female microentrepreneurs have lower 
levels of entrepreneurial inputs than male 
microentrepreneurs, and input levels 
are associated with the gender gap in 
microenterprise performance. Opening an SME 
requires higher levels of inputs than opening 

a microbusiness. As such, women’s lower 
levels of entrepreneurial inputs make it more 
challenging for them to open an SME than for 
men, contributing to observed gender gaps 
in SME ownership. Women who succeed in 
opening an SME have different characteristics 
and greater access to inputs than women 
who are unable to open SMEs, and these 
characteristics and access to inputs enable 
them to have sales and profits that are on par 
with those of male-owned SMEs. 

Women-led enterprises do not have the same 
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entrepreneurial inputs as men due to gender 
norms, market failures, and legal distortions 
that constrain their choices and influence 
their preferences of how to allocate their 
available time and resources. Gender norms 
are unwritten rules that define acceptable and 
appropriate actions for women and men in a 
group or society.9 Gender norms, such as those 
that emphasize women’s role in domestic 
tasks or that dictate appropriate types of work 
for men and women, shape women’s choices 
and preferences for entrepreneurship. These 
norms also affect what entrepreneurial inputs 
are available to women. For example, female 
entrepreneurs in Uganda who brought their 
young children to their retail businesses with 
them were more likely to experience stock 
shortages than women who did not have to 
simultaneously care for young children, likely 

due to greater time and mobility constraints.10 
Market failures refer to missing or inefficient 
provision of goods or services that arise due 
to issues such as externalities—benefits or 
costs that are not specific to a producer or 
consumer—or informational barriers. For 
example, one reason entrepreneurs under-invest 
in business training is the lack of information 
about the potential returns of training and 
information asymmetries about the quality 
of training providers.11 Female entrepreneurs’ 
networks are often smaller and less formal 
than those of men, which can exacerbate these 
informational barriers. Legal distortions refer to 
explicit or implicit gender discrimination in laws 
or policies. For example, gender discrimination 
in property laws limit women’s ability to access 
capital.12  
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Female microentrepreneurs 
make lower profits than male 
microentrepreneurs because 
they have lower levels of key 
inputs, including hired labor, 
time for own labor, skills,  
and capital. 

Hired labor is associated with higher sales 
and profits, yet women’s microbusinesses 
have fewer paid workers than men’s and rely 
more on unpaid labor. Evidence from Vietnam 
suggests that women are operating below the 
optimal size of their firms. Specifically, female 
microbusinesses in Vietnam have increasing 
returns to labor—for example, doubling the 
number of workers would more than double 
the value of production. A greater proportion 
of women’s workers in Indonesia and Lao PDR 
are unpaid compared to men, which can affect 
the quality and reliability of their labor supply. 
After accounting for women’s lower levels of 
paid and unpaid workers, the gender gap in 
business performance shrinks by 19 percent, 10 
percent, 21 percent and 4 percent in Cambodia, 
Indonesia, Lao PDR, and Timor-Leste, 
respectively. Similarly, the size of the labor force 
explains 15 percent of the gender gap in profits 
in Vietnam. 

Several underlying factors may contribute to 
women’s lower levels of hired labor. Negative 
stereotypes about women’s ability as managers 
can make it more difficult for women to hire 
and retain male employees13 and can lower 
their confidence in their own ability to manage 
personnel effectively. Informational constraints 

may also contribute to gender gaps in business 
size. Women may hire fewer workers if they 
have less information than men about the 
potential returns to hiring additional workers,14 
and the size and composition of their networks 
may make identifying qualified recruits 
more challenging. Finally, gender norms that 
emphasize women’s role in domestic work can 
drive women to maintain a smaller scale to 
better balance their business operations with 
household responsibilities.15   

Women’s greater role in managing domestic 
and care work limits the amount of time 
they can dedicate to their businesses, and 
entrepreneur’s own labor is critical for the 
business performance of microenterprises. 
Because most microbusinesses—ranging 
from 74 percent in Lao PDR to 97 percent in 
Timor-Leste—do not have any paid workers, 
the entrepreneur’s own labor is an essential 
input. Women’s ability to invest time in their 
businesses is limited by gender norms that 
emphasize women’s role in domestic and care 
work and a lack of supportive infrastructure, 
such as affordable, quality childcare or 
time-saving domestic appliances. Female 
entrepreneurs who spend less time collecting 
fuel and water and those who have time-saving 
cooking appliances have higher sales and 
profits than those who spend more time on 
these activities and do not have appliances. 
Even if higher sales and profits enable women 
to invest in better household infrastructure, 
these investments signal female entrepreneurs’ 
desire to reduce the time they spend on 
domestic work. 
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Women may have difficulties 
hiring additional labor if they 
lack the necessary financing 
or if negative stereotypes 
about women’s ability as 
managers make it more 
difficult for them to hire and 
retain male employees.

Female microenterprise 
owners in Vietnam who 
adopt new technology get 
less of a boost to their 
businesses compared 
to men, despite the high 
dividends for firms using 
innovative technologies.

Female microentrepreneurs in 
Indonesia had less than half 
the amount of start-up capital 
than men, and women’s 
microbusinesses in Vietnam 
have 18 percent less physical 
assets and 39 percent less 
financial assets than men.*

In Lao PDR, 34 percent of 
female microentrepreneurs 
identify primarily as 
homemakers in at least one 
month over the past year, and 
their revenues are 18 percent 
lower than those who were 
primarily working all year.

Gendered social norms can 
make it more challenging for 
women to build and diversify 
their networks, but networks 
are particularly important 
for women’s business 
performance in Vietnam.

Male-owned microbusinesses 
seem comparatively more 
constrained in physical 
capital, while female-
owned microbusinesses 
seem comparatively 
more constrained in 
financial capital.*

34%

<50%

*Physical assets or capital refer to buildings, machinery and equipment. Financial assets or capital refer to cash and receivables, such as 
money owned by customers.



10

E
n

te
rp

ri
si

n
g

 W
o

m
en

 | 
E

x
ec

u
ti

v
e 

S
u

m
m

ar
y

Gender gaps in knowledge are associated with the gender gap in 
microbusiness performance: market failures and gender norms 
can make it challenging for female entrepreneurs to close these 
knowledge gaps on their own. Formal education can enable 
entrepreneurs to gain critical literacy and numeracy skills, and 
formal schooling is positively linked with business performance.16 
Female entrepreneurs in Southeast Asia have lower levels of 
education than men. Accounting for women’s lower levels of 
education shrinks the gender gap in microenterprise performance 
by 39 percent in Cambodia, 11 percent in Indonesia, 43 percent 
in Lao PDR, and 8 percent in Timor-Leste. In Vietnam, female 
entrepreneurs also have less knowledge of business-related laws 
and regulations and are less likely to adopt innovative business 
practices including introducing new product groups. Women’s 
lower levels of business knowledge explain part of the gender 
gap in profits of microenterprises in Vietnam. Women may face 
challenges investing in training to address these skill gaps due 
to a shortage of training programs that are aligned with their 
needs and a lack of knowledge of the potential of investing in 
skill development programs. In addition, gender norms that 
emphasize women’s role in the household constrain the time 
women can invest in skill development programs.  
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Without gender-
sensitive recovery 
policies, the 
COVID-19 
pandemic may 
widen gender gaps 
in entrepreneurial 
outcomes. 

Female microentrepreneurs have lower levels of business 
assets than male microentrepreneurs and face gender-
related challenges in accessing capital. Female entrepreneurs 
in Indonesia have lower levels of start-up capital than male 
entrepreneurs. Compared to men’s microbusinesses in Vietnam, 
women’s microbusinesses have lower levels of both physical 
capital—including land, buildings, equipment, and machinery—and 
financial capital—including cash and receivables. Discriminatory 
property laws can make it more challenging for women to access 
credit because they limit women’s access to assets that can be 
used as collateral.17 Even when laws provide for equal land rights 
or ban gender discrimination in access to credit, gender norms 
that dictate men’s role in administering assets can lead to gender 
differences in what is required in practice.18 Perhaps reflective 
of these challenges, female microentrepreneurs are less likely to 
have loans, invest capital in the business, or own the business 
location than male microentrepreneurs in Southeast Asia. 
Nevertheless, these three factors are only positively associated 
with the business performance of female entrepreneurs, 
and there is no statistically significant relationship for male 
entrepreneurs. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the challenges facing 
female microentrepreneurs. Microbusinesses, where female 
entrepreneurs are concentrated, experienced larger declines in 
their revenues associated with the COVID-19 pandemic than 
small, medium, or large enterprises. Moreover, the decline in 
revenues was larger for female microentrepreneurs than male 
microentrepreneurs in Cambodia and Vietnam. Such challenges 
may be linked to three pre-existing gender disparities. First, prior 
to the pandemic, women spent four times more hours on unpaid 
care work than men.19 The COVID-19 pandemic increased the 
amount of domestic work for many households, due to school 
and daycare closures, the need to care for sick family members, 
additional cleaning, and more meals being consumed at home. 
Although both men and women in East Asia and the Pacific 
have increased the amount of time they spend on caretaking 
and domestic activities,20 global evidence shows that women 
have increased their hours more than men.21 Second, female 
entrepreneurs are concentrated in sectors that have been hardest 
hit by the pandemic. For example, female microentrepreneurs 
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Box O.1 Although there is gender parity in running 
microenterprises, there are gender differences in 
factors that orient men and women’s choices to open a 
microenterprise. 

Women’s greater role in domestic work, 
including childcare, can both hinder and 
motivate women to run microbusinesses. 
For example, in Cambodia, working-aged 
women with young children are less likely to be 
entrepreneurs than those without young children, 
but considering only women in the labor force, 
women with young children are more likely to be 
entrepreneurs than other women. Motherhood 
can lower the likelihood of entrepreneurship 
because it lowers the likelihood of participating 
in the labor force at all. Nevertheless, 
entrepreneurship offers more flexible hours and 
location of work than wage work, which makes 
it an attractive option for working mothers. 

The availability and conditions of wage work 
make entrepreneurship a comparatively more 
or less attractive labor market choice, but 
men and women face different wage work 
opportunities. Men and women tend to sort into 
different occupations and educational tracks and 
thus face different wage work opportunities.22 
Gender norms influence the type of work that 
is deemed appropriate for men and women, 
which can further affect relative access to 
available jobs. In Southeast Asia, both men 

and women with higher levels of education are 
more likely to engage in wage work and are 
less likely to be entrepreneurs. However, the 
strength of the relationship between education 
and entrepreneurship is different for men and 
women, and these trends vary by country. 

Access to capital is essential for both 
male and female entrepreneurs to open 
businesses; however, it appears to matter 
more for Southeast Asian women. There is 
a stronger correlation between indicators of 
access to capital and the likelihood of being a 
microentrepreneur for women in most countries 
in Southeast Asia. For example, both women and 
men in households that have received loans are 
more likely to engage in entrepreneurship than 
those who have not received loans; however, this 
relationship is more than three times stronger 
for women than men in Timor-Leste. Similarly, 
having assets that can be used as collateral is 
more strongly associated with the probability 
of being a Cambodian entrepreneur for women 
than men. Savings are also an important source 
of start-up capital for entrepreneurs, and 
Indonesian women are more likely than men 
to rely on savings to start their businesses. 

in Indonesia are concentrated in hotels, restaurants, and light 
manufacturing, sectors that experienced large declines in 
sectoral growth in 2020. Third, prior to the pandemic, female 
microentrepreneurs had less education and lower access to 
capital, which can limit the coping mechanisms that female 
entrepreneurs can adopt. 
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Gender gaps in SME ownership are linked 
with women’s lower levels of skills, access 
to information, and capital. 

It is more common for successful SME owners in Southeast 
Asia to have opened an SME directly rather than scaling up a 
microbusiness. More than half of male- and female-owned SMEs 
had at least five employees at start-up, and many firms that were 
considered microbusinesses at start-up had at least three or four 
employees when they began operations. Although both male and 
female SME owners tend to directly open an SME, men are more 
likely to own SMEs. This implies that women face obstacles to 
opening an SME. 

SME owners have greater skills, access to information, and 
access to capital than microentrepreneurs. Both male and 
female SME owners in Vietnam have greater knowledge of 
laws and regulations and use better and more formal business 
practices than their microenterprise counterparts. Although it 
is possible that larger business owners acquire these business 
specific skills and information by necessity due to their more 
advanced operations, basic skills are also correlated with SME 

The most common 
way to become 
an SME owner is 
to open an SME 
directly, rather 
than growing a 
microbusiness into 
an SME.
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ownership. Vietnamese SME owners—both male and female—
are more likely than microentrepreneurs to have completed 
higher secondary or university level education. Networks provide 
a critical source of business information and support,23 and 
female SME owners have larger networks and more men in their 
networks than female microentrepreneurs. Female SME owners 
are also more leveraged and are more likely to have applied 
for formal credit and to have borrowed informally than female 
microbusiness owners in Vietnam, suggesting the importance of 
access to capital for SME ownership. 

Gender gaps in skills, access to information, and access to 
capital thus make it more difficult for women than for men 
to open SMEs. Women in Southeast Asia have lower levels of 
educational attainment and literacy than men24  as well as lower 
access to business-specific knowledge.25 Gender norms restrict 
the time that women have available for networking and limit 
the types of social relations and networking activities in which 
women can engage.26 In addition, women have unequal access 
to capital inputs including land and credit.27 Because skills, 
access to information, and access to capital are associated with 
the likelihood of owning an SME instead of a microenterprise, 
women’s lower levels of these key inputs contribute to observed 
gender gaps in SME ownership. 

Networks provide 
critical information 
and support for 
female SME-
owners; however, 
gender norms 
restrict women’s 
ability to network.
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Box O.2 Although gender gaps in the performance  
of SMEs are not statistically significant in most countries, 
female-SME owners do face unique challenges. 

Female entrepreneurs perceive different 
constraints than male entrepreneurs 
and are more likely to face regulatory or 
transport-related challenges. Customs 
and trade regulations are among the top 
three cited issues for women-owned SMEs 
in Indonesia and Lao PDR; however, they 
are less frequently cited among men-owned 
SMEs. Similarly, women-owned SMEs in 
Vietnam cite transport as their main business 
challenge more frequently than men-owned 
SMEs. These differences remain after 
accounting for the fact that men and women 
often operate in different sectors of activity. 
Gender norms may shape the experiences that 
female SME-owners have when interacting 
with regulators or the transport sector. 

Women’s networks are less formal than men’s 
networks, yet female SME owners rely more on 
their networks for support. Female SME owners 
are less likely than male SME owners to belong 
to business associations or to pay membership 
dues for business associations, suggesting 
women’s networks are less formal than those 
of men. Gender norms about appropriate social 
relations and time constraints linked to women’s 
greater roles in domestic work may influence 
the type and composition of their networks. 
Nevertheless, female SME owners in Vietnam 

report receiving assistance from contacts in 
their networks more frequently than male SME 
owners. Aligned with this finding, the size of 
women’s networks is more strongly associated 
with SME profits for women than men.

While neither male- nor female-owned SMEs 
are well integrated into the formal financial 
system, female-owned SMEs face greater 
constraints in land ownership and financial 
assets than male-owned SMEs. The share of 
female-owned SMEs with a checking or savings 
account ranges from 38 percent in Cambodia to 
87 percent in Timor-Leste, and the share with an 
overdraft facility ranges from 2 percent in Lao 
PDR to 30 percent in Timor-Leste. In all countries 
studied, less than a quarter of female-owned 
SMEs have a line of credit or loan from a formal 
financial institution. In Lao PDR and Vietnam, the 
share of women’s SMEs with a line of credit or 
loan is 28 and 20 percentage points, respectively, 
lower than the share of men’s SMEs with a line 
of credit or a loan. In Vietnam, compared to 
men-owned SMEs, women-owned SMEs have 
greater marginal returns to land and financial 
capital, including liquid assets and cash, which 
signals that women’s SMEs are comparatively 
more constrained in these factors of production.

However, in all countries studied, 

less than a third 
of female-owned SMEs have  
an overdraft facility, and 

less than a quarter 
have a line of credit or loan  
from a financial institution.

38% 
in Cambodia to

87% 
in Timor-Leste

The share of 
female-owned 
SMEs with a 
checking or 
savings account 
ranges from



16

E
n

te
rp

ri
si

n
g

 W
o

m
en

 | 
E

x
ec

u
ti

v
e 

S
u

m
m

ar
y

Table O.1 Summary of barriers to women’s microenterprise 
performance and participation in SMEs

BARRIER
GENDER GAP IN 

MICROENTERPRISE 
PERFORMANCE

GENDER GAP IN SME 
PARTICIPATION

TYPES OF 
INTERVENTIONS 

INDICATED

SKILLS, KNOWLEDGE,  
AND INFORMATION GAPS   Skills-enhancing

LOWER LEVELS OF CAPITAL  
COMPARED TO MEN   Improving access to capital

LOW, AND IN SOME CASES SUB-
OPTIMAL, LEVELS OF HIRED LABOR  ? Supporting hiring and 

managing of workers

TIME CONSTRAINTS DUE  
TO DOMESTIC WORK  ? Alleviating time constraints 

due to domestic work

Note: Check mark indicates evidence that the barrier is associated with the observed gender gap in entrepreneurship. Question mark 
indicates that the data do not enable testing the relationship between the barrier and the observed gender gap.
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A comprehensive policy agenda is  
needed to address women’s multiple 
constraints and the heterogeneous  
needs of female entrepreneurs operating 
at different scales. 

This report builds the case for tailored MSME policies that 
address women’s specific needs and are designed to reach 
both microbusinesses and SMEs. Women have access to 
lower levels of entrepreneurial inputs than men, which affects 
their ability to engage and compete in entrepreneurship. These 
gender differences in inputs are linked to the underperformance 
of women’s microbusinesses compared to those of men 
and women’s lower representation among SME owners. The 
challenges that female microbusiness and SME owners face 
relative to men are different. Gender-informed MSME policies can 
promote both equity and growth objectives and maximize the 
efficiency of public investment by ensuring that some individuals 
and businesses are not excluded on the basis of gender. 

Two types of policies should be ideally adopted in parallel: 
policies that directly address input gaps and those that 
influence the underlying drivers of gender gaps. As described 
in the conceptual framework, gender gaps in entrepreneurial 
inputs—including hired labor, time for own labor, skills, and 
capital—are linked with gender gaps in entrepreneurial 
outcomes, including participation in entrepreneurship and 
business performance. Gender norms, market failures, and legal 
distortions are underlying factors that constrain women’s access 
to inputs and inform their preferences of how to allocate limited 
resources. Because addressing these underlying drivers is a 

Gender-informed 
MSME policy 
contributes to 
equitable, inclusive 
development and 
maximizes the 
effectiveness of 
limited resources.
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slow process, policies that can address gender 
gaps in inputs in the short term can help. In 
some cases, policies that directly address 
current gender gaps in inputs can also help 
shift underlying drivers of gender gaps, creating 
a virtuous cycle. For example, programs to 
facilitate female entrepreneurs’ access to 
bank loans directly boost beneficiaries’ input 
levels and simultaneously enable more bank 
officers to interact with female entrepreneurs. 
Such interactions may counteract the 
influence of gender norms and shift bank 
officers’ perceptions of female entrepreneurs’ 
managerial capacity, ability to repay, and 
passion for their businesses. 

This report reviews global evidence on four 
types of policies that can support female 

entrepreneurs in Southeast Asia: skills 
interventions, promoting access to capital, 
supporting hiring and management of workers, 
and alleviating time constraints related to 
domestic work. Many of these policies, such as 
those supporting skills development, improving 
access to finance, and facilitating hiring and 
managing workers, could also support male 
entrepreneurs. Additionally, other types of 
policies, such as improvements to the business 
environment, may support both male and 
female entrepreneurs. This report focuses on 
policies that have the potential to address the 
gender gaps identified in this report. Table O.2 
summarizes the global evidence of specific 
interventions for each of the four types  
of policies. 

1
3

2
4

Promote skill 
development

Support to hire 
and manage 
workers

Improve access 
to capital

Reduce time 
women spend on 
domestic work

4 ways to support female entrepreneurs in Southeast Asia:
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Table O.2 Summary of the effectiveness of different policy 
options based on existing, global evidence

TYPE OF 
INTERVENTION

INTERVENTION 
DESCRIPTION SUMMARY OF EVIDENCE

RELEVANCE
EFFECTIVENESS

MICRO SME

SKILL 
ENHANCING

Standard business 
training programs

Standard business training programs can 
have a positive impact on firm performance. 
However, alternative training approaches that 
use heuristics, highly tailored content, or 
psychological principles have proven more 
effective on average.

      

Alternative 
business training 
programs

Business training that uses basic rules of 
thumb, content that is highly tailored to the 
local context, or is based on psychology 
is more effective than standard business 
training at boosting business performance.

      

Personalized 
guidance 
from business 
consultants or 
trained mentors

Business consulting can lead to sustained 
positive impacts on SME performance. 
Evidence is somewhat mixed for 
microenterprises and may be more effective 
for those with more experience, formal 
education, or slightly larger businesses.

   

  
Micro

 
SME

Peer-to-peer 
learning and 
network formation

Social learning interventions have improved 
the business performance of both SMEs and 
microenterprises and can be cost-effective 
solutions.

     

IMPROVING 
ACCESS TO 

CAPITAL

Microfinance

Microfinance can generate small, 
positive changes but are unlikely to lead 
to transformative impacts for female 
entrepreneurs.

        

Overcoming 
collateral 
constraints

Although there is a paucity of rigorous 
evidence, psychometric testing, cash flow 
loans, and credit guarantees hold potential to 
support female entrepreneurs.

       

Subsidized loans, 
directed lending, 
and blended 
finance

While these programs can help credit-
constrained firms access credit, design and 
implementation are critical to ensure proper 
targeting and avoid distorting the market. 

      

Unconditional 
grants

Cash grants have overall not succeeded 
in boosting the performance of women’s 
microbusinesses, often due to issues of 
diversion of funds from their businesses. 
In-kind grants may hold more potential 
for female microentrepreneurs, but more 
evidence is needed.

     

  
Cash

  
In-Kind

Business plan 
competitions

Business plan competitions offering cash 
prizes have been proven to increase high 
growth entrepreneurship for both men and 
women; however, the design should include 
specific targeting to women, such as female-
only competitions. 

      

TYPE OF 
INTERVENTION

INTERVENTION 
DESCRIPTION SUMMARY OF EVIDENCE

RELEVANCE
EFFECTIVENESS

MICRO SME
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IMPROVING 
ACCESS TO 

CAPITAL
Savings promotion

Savings interventions have helped increase 
investment and business performance of 
women’s microbusinesses. 

      

SUPPORTING 
HIRING AND 

MANAGING OF 
WORKERS

Improving 
knowledge of labor 
laws and good 
human resources 
practices

Limited rigorous evidence is available, but 
existing evidence seems promising.        

Wage subsidies

A few studies show that wage subsidies may 
have impacts if they are tailored and targeted 
to specific types of firms; however, more 
evidence is needed on how they can impact 
female-owned firms. Combining subsidies 
with support to identify qualified workers may 
be more impactful. 

        

ALLEVIATING 
TIME 

CONSTRAINTS 
RELATED TO 
DOMESTIC 

WORK

Improving access 
to affordable, 
quality childcare

There is a solid evidence base that 
childcare can increase women’s labor force 
participation; however, more evidence is 
needed to understand the impacts on female 
entrepreneurship. More evidence is also 
needed on the ideal type of childcare to 
support female entrepreneurs in different 
country contexts.

        

Supporting 
access to time-
saving, improved 
household 
infrastructure

Evidence shows that improved household 
infrastructure, such as in-house drinking 
water, time-saving cooking technologies, 
and other time-saving appliances reduce 
time spent on domestic tasks. However, 
more evidence is needed to understand the 
impact of these time savings on female 
entrepreneurs and whether the amount of 
time saved is sufficient to translate into 
meaningful impacts for female entrepreneurs.

        

Parental leave 
policies

Well-designed parental leave policies that 
include sufficient, highly paid, nontransferable 
leave to both parents can boost men’s 
involvement in childcare. However, this may 
not be a policy priority to support female 
entrepreneurs in contexts where leave 
protections are not universal to all workers, 
such as those in the informal sector.

         

Engaging men 
and shifting 
intra-household 
allocation of 
domestic work

Programs that engage men in discussions 
related to gender-related issues have shown 
increases in joint decision-making and an 
increase in men’s involvement in domestic 
tasks in addition to other development 
outcomes affecting women. More evidence is 
needed on how such programs can support 
female entrepreneurs more specifically.

        

RELEVANCE   Strong relevance   Somewhat relevant   Not relevant

EFFECTIVENESS    Demonstrated effectiveness    Mixed or limited evidence    Minimally or not effective
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In addition to specifically targeting women, 
broad MSME policies need to be designed with 
gender-specific constraints in mind to ensure 
that women can equitably access and benefit 
from them. Accessing MSME programs may 
be a challenge for female entrepreneurs as 
they face greater time and mobility constraints 
and are at a higher risk of harassment. To 
ensure that both men and women can equitably 
access all MSME programs, outreach should 
target women, enrollment procedures should 
accommodate women with greater time or 
mobility constraints, and hours of program 
operations should be compatible with women’s 
schedules. In addition, programs need to have 

clear protocols to mitigate risks of harassment 
or gender-based violence and a robust 
grievance redress mechanism to address any 
concerns. Moreover, programs addressing 
capital constraints must be designed to 
account for gender imbalances in intra-
household bargaining power and normative 
pressures for women to divert capital flows 
toward the needs of their households or other 
members of their family. For example, financial 
information should remain confidential and 
accessible only to the female entrepreneur, and 
products such as in-kind grants or commitment 
savings devices may enable women to better 
shield these inputs from external demands.

Checklist for Ensuring Equitable Access to MSME Policies:

 Is the program’s content relevant for 
female entrepreneurs and is it tailored 
to their needs? 

 Do the program’s logistical 
arrangements make it more difficult  
for women to access or participate in 
the program? 

 Could social norms or stereotypes 
lower the likelihood that women 
participate in the program, and can 
those risks be mitigated? 

 Are there mitigation measures in place 
to protect female entrepreneurs from 
the risk of gender-based violence, 
harassment, and discrimination? 

 Could gender imbalances in intra-
household bargaining affect the 
effectiveness of the program for 
female entrepreneurs, and can a 
gender-smart design overcome  
such impediments?
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A comprehensive 
strategy and strong 
coordination 
among 
stakeholders 
can advance 
more equitable 
entrepreneurship 
policies for 
more equitable 
outcomes.

A comprehensive, gender-informed, MSME policy agenda 
is needed because addressing one constraint in isolation 
may not be effective if others are binding. For example, an 
entrepreneur who is able to better identify opportunities after a 
skill intervention will only reap the benefits if they are able to find 
the financing to implement their idea. Conversely, an entrepreneur 
who receives funding will make better use of that funding if they 
have solid managerial and entrepreneurial skills. Indeed, recent 
evidence shows that intervention packages that address multiple 
barriers to female entrepreneurship, such as those providing 
both skills development and financing, are more effective than 
those that address only one constraint.28 Thus, a multiplier effect 
from complementary interventions may justify their increased 
cost. In a resource constrained environment, it may be more 
impactful to address multiple binding constraints for a smaller 
group of entrepreneurs than to address one constraint for a 
larger group of entrepreneurs. Nevertheless, some underlying 
drivers, such as gender norms, take time to change and may 
limit the extent to which certain input gaps, such as time for 
own labor and skills, can be effectively closed in the short term. 
The design and expected return to costly interventions may 
need to be conditioned on the extent to which the targeted or 
complementary inputs can be addressed.  

Because action is needed on multiple fronts, strong coordination 
is essential to achieve the goal of MSME policies that equitably 
benefit men and women with different sized firms. Interventions 
that address the varied challenges that women’s MSMEs 
face likely fall under the purview of more than one ministry 
or institution. Ideally, a high-level champion can push for a 
comprehensive strategy that convenes the various stakeholders 
to develop and adhere to a shared vision. Although the path to 
equitable entrepreneurship is long, the intrinsic value of equitable 
opportunities and the potential for economic growth make it a 
worthwhile endeavor. 
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