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Given the right environment, women entrepreneurs can 
be a driving force for prosperity and growth in the Asia-
Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) region’s digital 
economy. 

The internet has made it easier than ever before for 
small businesses to reach beyond their local markets 
and find global customers efficiently. Still, challenges 
remain for many MSMEs to access and leverage 
new technologies, reducing their ability to effectively 
compete on a global scale. 

Women entrepreneurs and women-owned enterprises, 
in particular, can benefit from greater access to 
digitally-enabled tools and e-commerce resources 
provided by both the private and public sectors. 
Often, women experience disproportionate obstacles 
to establishing and growing their own businesses, 
despite the significant economic benefits of their 
success, including job creation, productivity, economic 
diversification, and economic growth.1

Internet connectivity and growing e-commerce adoption 
throughout the Asia-Pacific region are enabling women 
entrepreneurs to overcome the barriers they face at 
home, in international trade, and beyond. 

This report highlights the experiences of women 
entrepreneurs across the APEC region to help 
understand the impact and opportunities of 
e-commerce. The report focuses on the role of digital 
trade policy in enabling women in cross-border trade 
and aims to aid APEC policymakers in facilitating the 
greater participation of women in the digital economy. 

Introduction

Thailand 

 “Everyone’s connected now. NaRaYa has proven that even a small local 
business can evolve to become large and successful in both domestic 

as well as international markets.”

Wasna Roongsaenthong, Founder
NaRaYa
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The APEC women entrepreneurs profiled in this report 
cited various challenges in exports and e-commerce, 
including barriers surrounding market access, 
regulatory barriers, and access to resources. 

Diana Han, the founder of Bellary Nature located in 
Brunei Darussalam, noted that she finds it extremely 
time-consuming “addressing risks arising from legal 
contracts and agreements, cultural differences, 
regulatory issues, training and transfer of know-how, 
client management, and support.”

Still, digital tools can help ease some of the hurdles. 
“Once we onboard a business partner, we would 
ensure partner enablement with our cloud-based digital 
learning platform which is essentially a training platform 
that is easy to deploy and capable of educating, 
onboarding, and supporting our partners and its 
employees to drive business growth,” she noted. 

Many of the businesses interviewed also cited other top 
challenges including: 

Complex regulations & burdensome administrative 
work: Navigating complicated global regulations, 
customs procedures, and logistics for both home 
and destination economies can be difficult and time-
consuming for a company that is just beginning to 
engage with customers abroad. 

“The biggest pain currently is still the logistics. Due to 
the very high sea freight cost and limited space and 
containers, it has been a great challenge to get the 
cargo scheduled shipping out,” a women entrepreneur 
based in the People’s Republic of China shared. 
 
Digital connectivity: 2018 Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) study found 
that women were 26 percent less likely than men to 
have a smartphone, restricting their access to the 
internet and limiting their skillset to navigate digital 
tools.2  Further, while e-commerce serves as a simpler 
way for women to enter the labor force, barriers to 
access such as lack of digital infrastructure and digital 
skills can be a critical impediment to their ability to 
engage in digital trade.

Access to resources: Entrepreneurs often express 
frustration identifying and engaging the right network 
of peers and professionals for advice and business 
opportunities. Lack of access to a network can also 
make it difficult to navigate the legal and procedural 
components of exporting. 

Rie Kawano, the founder of Japan-based COGNITEE 
Inc, an AI analysis and feedback program for sales 
and interviews, discovered cross-border markets after 
participating in a business training program. For Rie, 
this network made it possible for her to find success 
globally in Singapore, before entering her local 
Japanese market.

Javiera Gutiérrez, the founder of Chile-based Munani, 
noted that while she sees the potential for larger 
sales through social media, the biggest challenge is 
acquiring the knowledge to use the tools and finding 
the resources within a small team that can devote time 
to learning and managing the platforms.

Vietnamese entrepreneur Vu Van and Founder of 
ELSA, a speech training app, expressed that she 
has noticed that businesses lack information about 
how to operate globally. With offices in Viet Nam, 
the United States, Portugal, India, Indonesia, and 
Japan, as she continues to expand, one of the biggest 
challenges is the need to custom tailor the app and 
market it differently in each economy. She said her 
experience living in several different regions has made 
her comfortable dealing with these issues. “A lot of 
[other] companies don’t even know where to start with 
international expansion,” she explained. 

The Challenges

Barriers in e-commerce
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Women entrepreneurs during the pandemic 
The challenges that women experience in 
businesses has been exacerbated by the COVID-19 
pandemic. While the e-commerce sector has been 
somewhat protected from the devastating impacts 
of the pandemic, the impact on MSMEs has differed 
drastically. A survey of global business owners 
with active Facebook business pages showed 
disproportionate impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
female entrepreneurs.3  

Eeling Lew, CEO of Hera Bathroom based in 
Singapore, recognized that her businesses needed 
to adapt quickly or be left behind. “We found that a 
traditional brick and mortar like ours had changed very 
much in demographics and we must catch up on that 
area for the business,” Lew said. “We were preparing to 
digitize our company back at the end of 2019. COVID 
just hastened everything for us and we had to increase 
our transformation at lightning speed to cope with the 
drop in business.”

Ren Hen leads Boba Empire located in Chinese Taipei. 
“During the COVID19 outbreak in 2020, it was tough 
to establish the e-commerce brand, BOBA CHiC, yet 
the goal to expand in overseas markets was very 
clear. The biggest challenge I faced was the lack of 
talents in cross-border e-commerce and inconvenient 
e-commerce payment processing. Initially, I wanted 
to set up a website on Shopify, but the cost of setting 
up the e-commerce payment system is rather high 
and customers have to afford high handling fees,” she 
shared. “As I established my own e-commerce team, 
I also looked for help from a professional marketing 
company to shorten my time spent on exploring and to 
equip me with skills at operating on social media and 
search engines, establishing the brand’s share of voice 
and managing website traffic.”

Despite the challenges, the pandemic accelerated the 
growth of e-commerce adoption for business owners 
and consumers alike. 

8  | From Platforms to Payments| From Platforms to Payments
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By continuing to improve access to global markets 
and technology, economies can pass the economic 
benefits that women entrepreneurs create to the overall 
prosperity of the region. A World Bank study found that 
participation in e-commerce is positively associated 
with improvements in household welfare, especially 
benefiting the most underserved groups.7  The report 
also noted that “the flexible nature of e-commerce can 
help women access economic opportunities on their 
own terms.”

For La’Poon Organic and founder Arunee Promchai, 
using an e-commerce platform allows the company 
to save time and money on operational costs while 
concentrating on customer service and product 
development. Every year since going digital, the 
Thailand-based company has grown at least 15 
percent. Arunee expects that the jump in export sales 
will promote continued growth. 

E-commerce and the ecosystem of available 
digital tools are increasingly helping women enter 
global trade. One McKinsey study on Indonesia’s 
e-commerce sector showed that women engaged in 
digital commerce generate more revenue than those 
contributed by those in traditional commerce.8 

Digitalization can present tremendous opportunities for 
women entrepreneurs through seamless access to new 
markets and greater capabilities for their businesses, 
however, these benefits are only accessible to those 
who are digitally enabled.
 

On average, when women-owned businesses export, 
they are more productive, employ more workers, pay 
higher wages and report higher earnings.4 

Blanche Morrogh, CEO of the New Zealand-based 
Kai Ora Honey, noted that her business started to 
grow exponentially after entering its first new market. 
“Entering the market in Japan was what really kicked 
us off. They’ve been our fastest growing [market] ever 
since in the nine years that we’ve been working with 
them. And it just really spiraled out of control from 
there.”

Faw Maridul, the founder of Malingkat Enterprises 
in The Philippines, shared that “overseas markets 
are important in generating bigger revenues and a 
steady cash flow for our enterprise due to the higher 
purchasing power of retail consumers and prospective 
institutional buyers/clients. Tapping the international 
market is also one way of expanding/growing our 
current customer base.”

Global e-commerce represents new opportunities for 
women entrepreneurs to increase earnings and enter 
new high-potential sectors, helping them to overcome 
many of the challenges outlined above. 

With the use of digital technologies and an accelerating 
rate of digital integration globally, even an entrepreneur 
with no employees can operate and grow a global 
business from day one. Efficient and affordable online 
tools such as marketplaces, digital payments, and 
logistics services are helping to reduce barriers to trade 
across borders. 

The World Trade Organization estimates that the rate 
of export participation for small businesses not using 
e-commerce ranges between 2-28 percent in most 
economies. While in contrast, 97 percent of internet-
enabled small businesses export.5 

E-commerce is a vital driver of economic development 
and the success of individual women entrepreneurs. 
Cassandra Chan, founder of Savour Life Hong 
Kong, China, uses the e-commerce platform Bountir, 
to simplify daily operations, access her store from 
anywhere, and allow customers to easily complete 
payments. By tapping into the expertise of a third-party 
digital platform, she is creating a successful online-to-
offline cycle.  

It has been estimated that if men and women 
participated equally in the global economy, the world 
could add $28 trillion to gross domestic product 
(GDP).6  However, much of that potential remains 
untapped without equal access to the opportunities of 
international trade. 

97%
of internet-enabled 

small businesses 
export

New opportunities for women 
in digital trade
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Digital technologies provide a variety of tools designed 
to support small businesses as they take on the 
challenges of exporting. The APEC region is filled 
with countless women entrepreneurs who have built 
their businesses from the ground up and are now 
successfully conducting business across and beyond 
borders. 

Many of these women’s businesses are born global, 
and today they are using e-commerce to further propel 
themselves into the global economy. By leveraging 
electronic payments, logistics and shipping, cloud 
and productivity software, and social media, women 
entrepreneurs are gaining global reach and growing 
their brands around the world.

The E-Commerce Ecosystem
In any small business’s journey to the global 
marketplace, it is key to embrace the entire 
e-commerce ecosystem. There is a full suite of digital 
tools that collectively enable enterprises to operate 
globally. 

Entrepreneurs like Peihua Xu of People’s Republic of 
China-based Zhejiang Rigao Intelligent Machinery are 
looking at a holistic e-commerce approach to further 
expand international sales. “I want to increase product 
agents in the international market, recruit technical 
personnel to facilitate product services, release product 
information on digital media, and vigorously promote 
and publicize products,” she shared. 

From personal websites to social media to productivity 
tools, each tool can lower barriers to entry and 
empower entrepreneurs towards a wider market of 
customers. 

Best Practices for Leveraging 
E-Commerce: 
Spotlight on Key Tools 
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Women 
leading with 
e-commerce & 
digital trade

Digital transformations 
are allowing women 

entrepreneurs to 
participate as regional 

and global players.

Kim Jin Jin launched the design fabric brand kittybunnypony (KBP®) as a producer of high-
quality products made in Korea. As CEO, she has led the company into new regions around 
the world. Jin Jin credits strategic digital marketing and a powerful social media presence 
to the brand’s success in markets like the People’s Republic of China, Japan, and parts of 
Europe, and the United States. “Communicating and promoting our design and product to 
overseas markets is crucial to our business,” explained CEO Kim. 

Bessie Schwarz co-founded the leading platform for monitoring, mapping, and analyzing 
floods and flood risk around the world for the most climate-vulnerable communities, Cloud to 
Street. Based in the United States, she uses global satellites and remote sensing AI to monitor 
flood risk and detect worldwide floods in real time. This unique technology requires zero 
ground equipment and provides governments and communities with accurate and trustworthy 
flood monitoring in almost 20 markets worldwide.

Amparo Nalvarte García is the co-founder of Peru-based B89, a financial technology 
company that empowers Hispanics around the world with simple, fair, and transparent cross-
border digital payments. B89 is her second venture, after founding and then selling the fintech 
platform Culqi to simplify payments. Today, García is building out the B89 technical platform 
to provide multi-economy financial services on a single platform and on a single app. “We saw 
how in the United States and EU payments were simple and how the challenges we face here 
in Peru are the same across Latin America,” Amparo shared. 

Sun Ho is the founder and CEO of LittleLives, an educational technology company keeping 
preschools and parents connected throughout the school day. The Singapore-based company 
provides technology to simplify daily school processes for education communities in 10 
economies, facilitating growth and learning among educators, school leaders, and parents. 
With the help of digital tools, Sun and the LittleLives team can secure sales and provide 
continuous support regardless of the distance.

Abigail Forsyth started KeepCup, a Australian startup producing reusable takeaway coffee 
cups, in 2009.  From selling at a local market, Abigail now leads a brand with a global footprint. 
The company now sells in 65 economies and houses several international offices and 
manufacturing facilities. According to Forsyth, KeepCup made a few smart moves early on 
including hiring professional designers and marketers to ensure the product could appeal to a 
broad consumer base and had high quality branding on e-commerce platforms.

The key takeaway from these stories is that e-commerce is helping women step away from 
traditional structures and connecting them with success in digital trade. 
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E-Commerce Platforms 

E-commerce platforms and marketplaces can help small businesses scale 
and reach global customers with the added value of advanced visibility, 
customers reviews, and fulfillment services. These marketplaces often connect 
entrepreneurs with supportive training and tools that can lower the cost and 
labor required for MSMEs to engage in cross-border e-commerce. 

Backend sales platforms can also empower small businesses to open online 
stores directly from their own website. Vani Nades leads Shopsmart PNG, 
a Papua New Guinea global e-commerce platform that connects millions of 
local sellers with buyers around the world. In doing so, she helps other small 
businesses establish and scale their own businesses. 

Many small businesses will localize the content of their website to attract 
customers around the world. Founder Rika Yajima of the Japan-based aeru, 
a company dedicated to rediscovering traditional Japanese craftmanship, 
maintains multiple physical retail stores while gaining a considerable portion of 
the company’s overall revenue from its e-commerce site available in English 
and Japanese. 

Ja-young Yoon launched Styleshare as an online platform and app for users 
to post fashion trends and sell second-hand apparel. The platform, based in 
the Republic of Korea, is available in 120 economies and in seven languages. 

With their established global reach and scope, e-commerce marketplaces such 
as Amazon, Etsy, eBay, and Alibaba can often help connect entrepreneurs 
with supportive training and tools that can lower the cost and labor required for 
MSMEs to engage in cross-border e-commerce. 

Best Practices 

By automating operations and streamlining time intensive processes, digital 
tools can help small businesses compete more effectively and globally. A 
robust digital toolkit can be a powerful engine in achieving greater operational 
efficiencies without straining limited resources.

E-commerce platforms and marketplaces are the first steps for small 
businesses to connect with global customers. Here are a few key 
considerations when getting started:

What e-commerce 
platforms can do for 
entrepreneurs:

SAVINGS
E-commerce platforms 
can help reduce 
MSMEs’ financial 
investments needed to 
reach global markets. 
These platforms 
can also help save 
customers time when 
searching for products 
and help save MSME’s 
labor when establishing 
an online presence.  

EDUCATION
E-commerce platforms 
can provide information 
and training to help 
MSMEs start their global 
operations. 

TRUST
E-commerce platforms 
can establish 
marketplace rules to 
safeguard online sellers 
against digital threats 
and ensure seller 
protection. 

Security
When selling online, small businesses must ensure that sensitive 
data, including customer addresses and financial information is 
secure. Many e-commerce platforms have built in security features 
to safeguard the sites and users.

Analytics
Businesses can benefit from using tools to measure customer 
behavior and preferences over time. Some platforms provide 
comprehensive analytics tools to help entrepreneurs understand 
what customers are looking for and improve marketing initiatives.
 
Marketing Tools
Many online storefront services have integrated tools to enable 
small businesses to streamline digital marketing strategies.
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E-commerce platforms and marketplaces for 
entrepreneurs: 

• Platforms such as Wix, Shopify and Squarespace: The tools that are 
integrated into these platforms allow for the collection of local currency. 
Funds can be automatically converted, easing one of the details small 
businesses need to consider when selling overseas.

• Marketplaces such as Alibaba, Etsy and eBay: Small businesses can 
take advantage of the size and global reach of marketplaces like these to 
help enter new markets and gain international exposure. 

Takeaways for creating a stronger e-commerce 
ecosystem

The open Internet allows companies and customers to reach one 
another on a global scale. APEC economies should work together 
to ensure small businesses can access e-commerce platforms. 
Governments should consider priorities including encouraging non-
discriminatory access to technology, restricting forced data localization, 
and promoting a transparent regulatory environment for e-commerce. 

 “We opened new outlets for [online] retail sales including Amazon 
Mexico and we should be coming shortly online on Wayfair.com. One 
silver lining [of the pandemic] has been an increase in online sales as 
people spend more time home.”

Josefina Urzaiz, Co-Founder
Mexico  Cielo Hammocks
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Financial Services & 
E-Payments
Web-based payments solutions make it simple, safe, and quick for small 
businesses to send and receive money globally. Electronic payment methods 
and financial services are significant contributing factors to the growth of 
e-commerce.  

To reach the largest audience possible, Sasibai Kimis founder of Malaysia-
based Earth Heir, accepts all major credit cards as well as PayPal on her 
Shopify e-commerce sites, and can ship worldwide with FedEx and DHL.

Angie Yiu, the founder of Hong Kong, China-based “In Good Hands Of,” 
choose the e-commerce platform to run her business based on the different 
payment methods that were available. She wanted to ensure that customers 
had their choice of payment including using credit cards, PayPal, Android Pay, 
Apple Pay, and Alipay. 

When it comes to payments, trust is a pressing concern for international 
sellers. Exchange rates change and fraud is a legitimate consideration when 
operating in new or unfamiliar markets. When permitted by government policy, 
global platforms encourage a greater sense of trust, for both consumers 
sending money across borders and business owners paying employees and 
partners in different markets. 

Karen Morley of New Zealand’s Mountain Red, a producer of deer velvet 
supplements, displays an SSL Certified badge on the bottom of her business’s 
e-commerce site. Exporting to a variety of markets, the team wants their 
customers to know that any payments made using the available payment 
options, including Apple Pay, Google Pay, Mastercard, Visa, AmEx, or Stripe, 
will be on a secure connection.

The pandemic accelerated demand by online sellers for digital and cashless 
payments. In addition to digital literacy and internet access, the use of online 
financial services is also critical to sellers in the e-commerce sector. 
 

Best Practices 

How digital 
integrating 
payments helps 
entrepreneurs:

SPEED
Businesses and 
customers are turning 
to digital payment tools 
because they are faster 
than
paper-based methods. 

DATA SECURITY
Electronic payment 
methods use high 
levels of security, with 
strong encryption and 
other advanced security 
protocols to protect the 
financial information of 
customers and business 
owners.

EASE OF USE
With real time 
payments, digital 
payment methods 
provide a clear 
transaction path that 
makes it simple to view 
purchase amounts 
and quickly resolve 
confusion or errors.

Use digital tools for making payments
Using digital tools streamlines the payment process and reduces 
errors associated with paper-based manual processes.

Explore new and evolving payment forms
Tools like mobile wallet payments can help save time on business 
purchases.

Use digital reporting tools & bookkeeping software
These online tools can help small businesses gain spending 
insights and find cost savings through integrated digital analytics 
and productivity tools.

Accept multiple forms of payment
Giving a set of digital payment options can make it easier for 
customers to pay and complete transitions. 
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Takeaways for creating a stronger 
financial ecosystem
Payment regulations and lack of coordination within 
economies slows digital payments growth and hurts small 
businesses. 

The adoption rate of digital payments across APEC 
economies differs. Generally, economies with mature 
e-commerce environments have a high level of digital 
payments penetration. This is likely attributed to 
advanced consumer protection measures and more 
enabling payment regulations. For small businesses, the 
high cost of cross-border payment processing can often 
be a barrier to entry. Other challenges include concerns 
around reliability or security and lack of availability, such 
as operating in economies that are still heavily dependent 
on cash transactions. 

APEC economies should work together to encourage 
the harmonious coordination of payments to establish 
trust in cross-border payments systems by improving 
payments adoption and connectivity, advancing financial 
inclusion through access to digital financial services, and 
streamlining and standardizing regulations across the 
region.

Tools to assist entrepreneurs with 
billing & payment processing:
• Amazon’s Currency Converter for Sellers: If a 

small business is selling on Amazon, this optional 
service allows sellers to receive payments of funds 
directly into their local bank account if that account 
is located in a different market or region from the 
marketplace where they are selling. 

• PayPal: Businesses that accept foreign payments on 
a website through PayPal have a range of currency 
conversion options for how those payments are 
processed. 

• Wise: To send money online with Wise, businesses 
will pay a flat fee and a percentage of the amount 
that’s converted. Wise sends out money locally, using 
local bank systems, which helps avoid expensive 
international transfer fees.

Nabilah Alsagoff, Co-Founder & COO of 
DOKU, established the payments company 

with a mission to play a role in the growth of 
the digital economy in Indonesia. “When we 
started the company, our dream was to pave 

the way towards a cashless society where 
everyone can have access to digital financial 

services. As the pioneer of electronic payments 
in Indonesia, we continue to come up with 
new innovations to create better and better 

payment solutions that can help businesses of 
any size to streamline their payment needs.”

“As businesses are becoming increasingly 
borderless, we have also taken advantage 
of this. We also have a number of overseas 

clients and partners who want to tap into the 
Indonesian market.”
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Shipping & Logistics Services

Shipping and logistics services facilitate the transfer of physical goods 
worldwide. When permitted by government policies, providers can help simplify 
and file paperwork electronically, track shipments, help customers calculate 
the total cost of products, provide fulfillment, and other services. 

Customs and export regulations remain confusing for small businesses 
to comprehend fully. Dr. Wei-Shin Lai, founder of United States-based 
SleepPhones, noted that minimizing paperwork and not having to pay duties 
on packages under a certain value is tremendously valuable for a small 
business. 

Other small business concerns about international shipping include high 
shipping costs and varying regulations in different economies. 

With access to the right tools and information to enable shipping, APEC 
women-owned businesses in e-commerce have the potential to increase 
exports, spur economic growth, and create hundreds of thousands of new 
jobs. 

For example, Thuy Nguyen, the founder of Viet Nam-based Bobi Craft, first 
found global success with international trade shows. After positive feedback 
from international exhibitions, she officially took the business online with a 
website. Now, as a market leader in exporting wool craft, Bobi Craft distributes 
premium hand-crocheted children’s toys and accessories worldwide with 
the help of 450 employees, 98 percent of whom are women. Thuy’s largest 
markets are in the United States, United Kingdom, European Union, Japan, 
and Singapore. 

Cross-border e-commerce can be complicated, but there is a suite of tools 
available in both the public and private sectors to assist MSMEs. Still, these 
tools are most effective when public policies create an enabling digital trade 
environment. 
 

What shipping & 
logistics services 
can do for 
entrepreneurs:

Cross-border delivery 
services have made it 
easier than ever before 
for small businesses to 
engage in international 
trade.

LOGISTICS
Providers often offer 
automated processes 
to enable processing, 
fulfillment, finance, and 
more. 

EXPERTISE
Global shipping and 
logistics providers 
have advanced 
knowledge of industry 
best practices and 
international regulations 
and procedures. They 
can provide solutions 
and guidance to help 
small businesses 
navigate international 
e-commerce.
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Tools to assist entrepreneurs with shipping & 
logistics services:
• Third-party logistics companies like DHL International Supply Chain, 

FedEx Supply Chain and UPS Supply Chain Solutions: Shippers and 
customs brokers have dedicated digital tools for dealing with complex 
customs regulations and inventory tracking. 

• Educational platforms such as the World Trade Organization (WTO) 
platform, Trade4MSMEs: Educational tools collect resources to help small 
companies find trade-related information that improves their ability to trade 
internationally.

Takeaways for easing the shipping and logistics 
burdens of small businesses

Given the complexities of customs procedures and regulations, MSMEs 
often face insurmountable challenges to shipping goods across 
borders. Driven by the rise of e-commerce and cross-border purchases, 
changing consumer behaviors have altered traditional cross-border 
logistics needs. To support the growth of MSMEs in the region, APEC 
economies should support educational platforms to raise awareness 
of processes and regulations, encourage public-private partnerships 
to facilitate logistics integration, and enable the digitalization of trade 
facilitation by accepting digital documents and similar mechanisms.

Indonesia 

“Shipping cost from Indonesia is very high compared to other [markets] so 
exporting can be quite costly. Importing ingredients and packaging can be 

hard especially with the regulations and taxes even if we do have our import 
license.”

Ria Templar, Co-Founder
Utama Spice

The Philippines 

“The cost of the shipping is more expensive than the actual cost of my furni-
ture. Logistics are a challenge, most of the time buyers are turned off because 

of the shipping cost.”

Wilhelmina Garcia, Founder
Junk Not Handicraft
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Cloud-Based Services, 
Communication & Productivity 
Tools
Cloud-based software enables small businesses to run their businesses globally 
without large, upfront investments in local infrastructure. The women profiled in 
this report rely heavily on these cloud services to store and share files, conduct 
invoicing and accounting, host apps, and websites, and deliver content. 

Further, communications and marketing tools can connect businesses with 
colleagues, partners, and customers worldwide. With access to the internet, 
business owners can effectively and efficiently run their businesses from any 
location. 

12 STOREEZ founders, Irina Golomazdina and Marina Golomazdina, were 
able to leverage social media tools to jump start the global reach of their 
women’s clothing brand.. “12 STOREEZ was born in 2014, with ten items, an 
account on social media, and a small showroom in [The Russian Federation]. 
Today, we have a passionate community of women who appreciate our designs, 
46 stores and a team of over 800 people that tell our story.”

Joanna Li, the founder of baby safety company Cubo Ai, uses Google Cloud to 
provide reliable baby monitoring services using artificial intelligence. Based in 
Chinese Taipei, the startup now has more than 40,000 daily active users across 
114 economies. 

Social media tools and search engines make it possible for businesses to market 
their goods and services to a global audience for little to no money. Salote Kai 
runs SaleStep Sales, based in Papua New Guinea, leveraging Facebook as the 
entity’s primary web presence. She documents the details of each retail item, 
including jewelry, cosmetics, and footwear, to promote and communicate widely 
with potential customers.  

These tools serve as links that connect internal and external aspects of the 
business. If these tools are not able to operate as they should, a small business 
is not able to function to its fullest potential. 

Cloud, communication & productivity tools to 
assist global entrepreneurs:
• Productivity and business software: Tools like Intuit QuickBooks, Microsoft 

Office, Dropbox, and Google Workplace can be crucial tools to help 
manage business information, people, and collaboration. 

• Communication tools: Tools such as Slack, Zoom, and WebEx are options 
to help small businesses stay connected internationally and social media 
and marketing tools like TikTok, Instagram, Facebook, Baidu Ads, 
Google Ads, and YouTube can be key tools to reach and communicate with 
customers around the world. 

Takeaways for public policy

Restrictions in some economies limit capabilities or block certain cloud services 
from functioning. Further, some women interviewed for this report pointed to 
issues around the consistency of internet access and training for how to use 
internet services. Businesses of all types and sizes benefit from global cloud-
based services and productivity tools to operate and connect with customers, 
clients, and suppliers worldwide. Governments should enable digital tools and 
platforms to operate seamlessly and encourage their availability and adoption 
through enabling trade and regulatory policies.

What digital 
productivity & 
communication 
tools can do for 
entrepreneurs:

COMMUNICATION
Digital communication 
tools can provide simple 
and cost-effective means 
of connecting with 
employees, supply-chain 
partners, and customers. 

COLLABORATION
Cloud-based document 
storage tools provide 
secure spaces for teams to 
keep files and collaborate 
with colleagues regardless 
of their location.
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Malaysia 

“My one big piece of advice or knowledge I would like to impart is that social media is an 
amazing platform. It’s the easiest and least expensive way to showcase your brand to the 

world!”

Francisca Turner, Founder 
Frankitas

Canada

Using affordable avenues to reach consumers and generate brand awareness was a lifeline 
when the pandemic hit. For Sisters Sage, a low-cost ad campaign on Facebook and Instagram 

promoted a 2.6X increase in sales, which equaled out to a 9X return on their advertising 
investment. “Analytics [tools] say that most of my social media sales are coming from 

Instagram, followed by Facebook, and that’s even without [paid] advertisements right now. 
I make sure I’m posting on both daily. I also just joined LinkedIn which has been great for 

connecting with other Indigenous entrepreneurs and creating this amazing network.”

Lynn-Marie Angus, Co-Founder 
Sisters Sage 

Australia

“Communication is everything, particularly when you have distributed teams, so we heavily 
rely on communication platforms. Probably the best one we use is Slack to communicate. 

We’ve got Slack channels for all our teams and we have Slack channels for all our clients. It’s a 
fantastic tool for doing global business.” In addition to Slack, Flamingo uses Facebook, Vimeo, 

Twitter, and LinkedIn as main channels to expand market reach.

Dr. Catriona Wallace, Founder 
Flamingo 

Chile

“We use YouTube to share videos to educate about the mission and the process of Minka.” 
The videos show the artisans that work with Minka and give customers more information about 

how the pieces are created. They also emphasize how purchases benefit Minka’s community 
of artisans — some of whom are in local prisons.

Andrea Núñez, Co-Founder 
Minka

Brunei Darussalam

“Everything we do from an operations standpoint runs on the cloud.” Tools like Google 
Workplace Atlassian products, and Amazon Cloud Services allow Tyne Solutions to operate 

day to day and grow its international clientele. 

Aimi Ramlee, Co-Founder 
Tyne Solutions

Spotlight on women 
entrepreneurs using 

cloud & communication 
tools
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Conclusion & Next Steps

E-commerce markets across the world have grown exponentially in recent years and show few signs of slowing. The 
rise of e-commerce holds tremendous potential for economies to develop and expand opportunities for women-owned 
businesses and communities worldwide. 

Given the right environment, digital trade can drive prosperity, innovation, and opportunity around the world. By 
establishing regional norms and standards, governments can support the seamless cross-border flow of lawful goods 
and services to enable women entrepreneurs’ global success.

APEC governments can help women succeed in e-commerce and boost broader growth and development by providing 
women entrepreneurs an enabling policy landscape to operate their businesses and engage in international trade. 

Lina Khalifeh, the founder of Canada-based SheFighter, advised that governments should prioritize involving women 
entrepreneurs in policy conversations. “Provide funding for women trying to come up with different solutions to change 
the world and connect women to high policy leaders to discuss changes.”

The women entrepreneurs featured in this report demonstrate the importance of using digital trade and e-commerce to 
reach customers, enabling them to succeed in a time of ongoing uncertainties. 

Claudia Elizabeth Magdaleno Canizales, the founder of Cherry Pink based in Mexico, suggests that policymakers 
should leverage the power of digital technologies to create more training opportunities. “I would love to see more 
programs to train women to create businesses from local, national to international. The digital format today is powerful 
and easy.”

The digital trade policies and programs described below will help to create and maintain opportunities for women-
owned small businesses and help unite the region in recovery efforts while ensuring that international markets are 
inclusive, transparent, and fair. 
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Policy Responses to Promote Women’s 
Benefits from E-Commerce

Build an Ecosystem Where Digital Trade Can Thrive

By accelerating momentum for APEC initiatives to strengthen the digital economy, economies could continue to 
expand best practices for digital trade by giving full consideration of the benefits of APEC Pathfinder Initiatives such 
as the Pathfinder on a Permanent Customs Duty Moratorium on Electronic Transmissions, the Pathfinder on Building 
Blocks for Facilitating Digital Trade. Economies could also consider establishing a Pathfinder to facilitate access to 
non-sensitive Open Government Data. 

APEC should serve as a platform to connect women entrepreneurs with e-commerce opportunities and improve 
digital trade policy to increase opportunities to succeed in the global marketplace. To achieve this, APEC economies 
must support best practices for digital trade that prioritize: 

• Enabling secure and reliable cross-border data flows, while ensuring appropriate and consistent 
standards and requirements of data protection and privacy for companies. The ability to access technology 
and transfer data internationally is critical to businesses of all sizes, in all sectors. It is particularly important 
for women-owned small businesses trying to stay afloat and expand to global markets. When data flows are 
restricted, women-owned small businesses lose access to the digital tools that keep their businesses running. 
Governments have a responsibility to allow the flow of information that enables businesses to thrive and reach 
global markets. 

• Opposing policies that impose forced data localization or local content requirements and violate the 
standards of the global rules-based trading system. Requirements for local data, presence, or content 
raise barriers to entry for companies, in particular women-owned businesses, which are more likely to be small 
firms with smaller resources. Localization requirements prevent women-owned businesses from leveraging 
economies of scale, which in turn raises the cost for end users who must pay for additional infrastructure, and 
decreases the overall competitiveness of businesses across domestic and global markets, stifling investment, 
innovation, and engagement. Businesses and consumers benefit when those who maintain data are able to use 
the best available security measures, regardless of the physical location of the data they seek to protect.  

• Promoting open government data. By advancing transparency and accountability in non-sensitive government 
data, governments can expand access to critical digital trade information for women-owned small businesses 
and help enable their access to global markets. Access to government data can also further innovation, 
competitiveness, and promote economic growth for women-owned businesses hoping to target new markets. 

• Mainstreaming digital technologies in trade facilitation. Digitalizing the physical trade lanes process 
would reduce costs and supply chain bottlenecks and decrease entry barriers for MSMEs. By adopting 
policies recognizing and permitting electronic signatures and transactions, and facilitating contactless customs 
clearance, governments would improve the regulatory framework for women-owned small businesses, reduce 
perceptions of high barriers to entry, and encourage global engagement. Streamlining export and import 
processes is especially impactful for women, who may be subject to discriminatory treatment or harassment 
when completing trade and customs processes at physical locations.  

• Promoting risk-based approaches and solutions to cybersecurity. To respond to the ever-evolving threat 
landscape, policies need to focus on flexible, risk-based approaches to digital security that leverage global 
standards and address and scale specific cyber needs.

• Protecting intellectual property (IP). By cooperating in the area of intellectual property protection and 
enforcement, governments can develop IP policies that support digital trade and encourage innovation. Knowing 
when and how to protect IP can be a challenge for early-stage companies and, as a result of discrimination, 
women often have a harder time protecting their IP. Further, the deployment of digital technologies, such as 
allowing for online patent and trademark filing, would make protecting IP more accessible for small firms. 

Promoting inclusive 
innovation, growth, 

development, and enabling 
transparency in the 

regulatory environment 
of digital trade and 

e-commerce. 
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Enhance Digital Skills, Access & Representation 

Make trade and technology more inclusive by addressing the needs and challenges of 
women entrepreneurs by:

• Prioritizing the inclusion of women entrepreneurs.  APEC’s Small and Medium 
Enterprises Working Group (SMEWG) has a unique opportunity to facilitate an exchange 
among economies on best practices for trade promotion and startup programs to enable 
women’s entrepreneurship and improve SME access to the global economy. SMEWG 
should explore further opportunities to conduct workshops describing the experiences of 
women entrepreneurs and the role of digital trade in the success of small businesses.  

• Driving public-private partnerships to increase access to technologies and capacity 
building for women-owned businesses. Governments should work with private sector 
partners to develop training programs, modules, and networking opportunities to equip 
women-owned small businesses with the skills needed to succeed in the digital economy. 
Further, economies should pursue policies that facilitate the access of all people to tools, 
opportunities, and resources. 

• Raising awareness among women entrepreneurs about opportunities in cross-
border e-commerce. Cross-border e-commerce provides entrepreneurs with new business 
opportunities around the world. However, there is a lack of awareness amongst MSMEs 
about the potential opportunities of doing business cross-border and through e-commerce. 
Further, there is even greater unfamiliarity regarding the public and private sector resources 
available to support entrepreneurs’ global aspirations. 
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