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ASEAN Women in E-Commerce

The small businesses and entrepreneurs 
profiled in this report are examples of the 
possibilities, and a tribute to the important 
contribution of ASEAN women to the digital 
economy.  I hope you will find inspiration 
in their stories, and celebrate the hopes 
and dreams that underpin the choices they 
make, and decisions they live by every day.   

- Nando Cesarone 
President, UPS International
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FOREWORD

There has never been a better time for small businesses 
to go global.  The internet with the ability to connect 
communities all around the world has transformed 
the way people communicate, buy, sell, market and 
do business.  Today, at the click of a button, small 
businesses anywhere can reach new customers, 
without the capital investment previously needed to 
establish and sell to foreign markets.  The opportunity 
is no greater than in the ASEAN region where 
e-Commerce sales are expected to reach $22 billion by 
2020 and $88 billion by 2025.   

UPS commends the Association of South East Asia 
Nations (ASEAN) for recognizing e-Commerce as 
a critical cornerstone for achieving the ASEAN 
Economic Community (AEC), putting in place the 
building blocks of the eco-system and addressing 
emerging issues of the new digital economy.  The 
work to establish an agreement is an important step 
in securing the seamless and superior cross-border 
customer experience that will facilitate the continued 
success and growth of e-Commerce.   

At the same time, UPS recognizes that we also play a 
role in securing this success.  Our global network of 
four hundred thousand people work every day with 
small businesses to help turn possibilities into winning 
opportunities.  We are proud of our partnership with 
them to help find new markets and navigate the rules 
of international trade, to fulfill their promises to their 
customers.    

According to the Internation-
al Trade Centre, today there 
are close to ten million wom-
en-owned small businesses, 
and four out of five online 
sellers are women.   Wom-
en-owned businesses that 
export pay their employees 
1.5 times more, employ an 
average of 42 people, and are 
3.5 times more productive than those that do not ex-
port.  Further, McKinsey estimates the participation 
of women in the economy can contribute $28 trillion 
to global GDP by 2025 - the equivalent of adding a new 
United States and China.  

The small businesses and entrepreneurs profiled in 
this report are examples of such possibilities, and 
a tribute to the important contribution of ASEAN 
women to the digital economy.  I hope you will find 
inspiration in their stories, and celebrate the hopes 
and dreams that underpin the choices they make and 
decisions they live by every day.   

UPS is proud to be working with the Global Innovation 
Forum on this special report to elevate the amazing 
spirit of entrepreneurship in the Asia Pacific and lend 
a face to the dramatic shift in global trade.  

Nando Cesarone
President 

UPS International 
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Women entrepreneurs and small businesses are powerful engines 
of growth for the ASEAN region.  

Throughout ASEAN, women are engaged in entrepreneurship and 
business development. In Indonesia, the Philippines, and Vietnam, 
women are between one-quarter and one-third more likely to 
engage in entrepreneurship as compared to men, according to the 
Global Entrepreneurship Monitor.1

Meanwhile, small businesses are the engines of local economies 
across ASEAN. Within ASEAN, small and medium sized businesses 
make up more than 50% of countries’ GDP and contribute up to 
30% of exports. In certain ASEAN countries like Thailand and 
Vietnam, small businesses account for nearly 99% of all registered 
businesses and employ more than 70% of the workforce.2 

These women are born global, and today use e-commerce to further 
propel them into the global economy by leveraging electronic 
payments, logistics and shipping, cloud and productivity software, 
social media and search to gain global reach and to meet the needs 
of their customers around the world. 

ASEAN’s efforts to put in place common rules on this powerful 
enabler for economic development is critical.

For this report, the Global Innovation Forum interviewed 10 
businesses founded or operated by women across all of the Member 
States of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations -- Brunei, 
Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, 
Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam. 

These entrepreneurs discussed the opportunities of finding new 
markets, highlighted the range of technologies they relied upon to 
be global businesses, shared a number of common challenges they 
face, and emphasized that governments and forums like ASEAN 
play a key role in their success. 

INTRODUCTION
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Aimi Ramlee

Co-Founder, Tyne Solutions
Brunei
www.tyne-solutions.com 

Husband and wife duo Aimi Ramlee and Mark 
Harbison founded Tyne Solutions, a software and 
creative solutions company, to enable businesses of 
all sizes and NGOs to give flexibility to their workers. 
“Our focus is creating tools that enable people to work 
remotely and across different countries,” said Ramlee.

Based in Brunei, the company has clients across three 
continents and in 12 different countries. “We have a 
unique situation here in Brunei. With our population 
of less than half a million it’s virtually impossible to 
sustain or grow a business to scale,” said Ramlee. 

“We started from the get-go with a strategy to focus 
internationally,” she explained, adding that they 
consider themselves a “virtual company.” ”Borders 
aren’t an issue, so treating the international market as 
our first point of focus is a natural step for us,” noted 
Ramlee. While they have a few local clients, the vast 
majority of their business is international.

Today Ramlee and Harbison have three employees on 
their team in Brunei and a network of international 
software developers with whom they contract. Ramlee, 
a local Bruneian, and Harbison, from the UK, are 
making it a priority to train local software developers 
to support their growing client base. 
In addition to building cloud-based solutions for their 

clients, the entire company operates on cloud-based 
tools. 

“Everything we do from an operations standpoint runs 
on the cloud,” emphasized Ramlee. Tools like G-Suite, 
Atlassian products and Amazon Web Services allow 
Tyne Solutions to operate day to day and grow their 
international clientele. 

Ramlee advises budding global entrepreneurs 
to “build [your] knowledge on the tools that are 
available to bring your company online.” One of 
the biggest issues she sees in Southeast Asia is 
the lack of an online presence. “Even the smallest, 
most traditional businesses should have an online 
presence,” noted Ramlee, adding that, “The internet 
is the most democratizing force in entrepreneurship.”
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for her to attend a fair in New York. Today most of Lotus Silk’s 
customers are abroad in key markets including Korea, the United 
States, Australia, France, Canada, and Japan. 

San continues to rely largely on wholesale customers abroad as 
she figures out the right option to develop an online e-commerce 
platform to service retail customers directly.  Finding the right 
solution has been “a big challenge,” she noted. 

Her advice for entrepreneurs is to remember, “it’s about doing 
what you love.” San’s entrepreneurial spirit is about bringing 
Lotus Silk and Cambodia to the rest of the world, “but you need 
sustainability or you will fall down,” she cautions. 

Vannary San

Founder and Designer, Lotus Silk
Phnom Penh, Cambodia
www.lotus-silk.com

In 2005, with a single sewing machine, Vannary San turned 
her hobby creating beautiful and sustainable silk fashions and 
accessories into a full-fledged business. Today, Lotus Silk, which 
is based out of a boutique in Phnom Penh, employs seven women 
full time in 8 different communities across Cambodia and exports 
90 percent of her fashion-forward products to customers around 
the world. 

As her production grew, so did San’s aspirations. An entrepreneur 
at heart with experience working in the fashion industry, San had 
grand plans to grow the company and engage members of her 
community. In 2011, Lotus Silk opened its first shop and a year 
later began exporting to wholesale customers abroad.

Thanks to internet-enabled tools and platforms, San was able to 
build a website and connect with wholesalers and retail customers 
globally from her office in Cambodia in just a matter of days. 

“Technology plays a very important role” in her business, San 
explained, especially in the last couple years. She tapped fellow 
Phnom Penh-based small business Codingate to design her 
website and uses tools including Facebook Messenger, Instagram 
and Verve  to update retail customers on their orders, facilitate 
group chats and end-of-the-day reports from her team, and to 
increase her visibility online.

Lotus Silk’s global journey was made possible in large part by a 
project of the International Trade Centre and Cambodia’s Ministry 
of Commerce. “They helped with marketing, planning, creating 
an export plan,” explained San, adding that they made it possible 
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A lawyer by training, Helianti Hilman was inspired by her work 
in rural agricultural development to help Indonesia’s farmers and 
artisans to sell indigenous organic products to broader audiences.  

Founded in 2008, JAVARA is a social enterprise that works to 
promote Indonesia’s biodiversity and traditional techniques and 
recipes, selling products including ancient grains,  Bali artisans 
salt, coconut-based products, rare spices and single-blossom forest 
raw honey to Indonesia and to global markets.  

Hilman said she soon realized it was difficult to market organic 
food only within Indonesia, so she turned to exporting, which 
served as an early catalyst for growth.  “There were times in 2014 
where our overseas portfolio dominated our sales. We were doing 
90 percent overseas business compared to 10 percent domestic.” 
Today she estimates her business is about 55 percent export and 
45 percent within Indonesia. JAVARA has been most successful in 
Europe, where she has found “patience among buyers to be more 
attentive to emerging suppliers and creating impact at the origin” 
and a willingness among those buyers to purchase small volumes 
of products.

JAVARA leverages e-commerce platforms in Indonesia to boost 
the sales of its retail store, but thus far has relied on engaging 
distributors to sell their products internationally. Hilman’s goal 

is to increase JAVARA’s presence in the European market, and 
she is working with European companies to help with improving 
logistics, lowering the cost of shipping and giving her greater 
visibility into the fully-landed cost of goods. 

The company started with only 10 farmers and 8 products in its 
network and has grown to 52,000 farmers and 800 products. It 
employs 85 people directly, but Hilman is most proud that her 
social enterprise “is a company that creates companies at the rural 
level.” Local farmers, collectives, and artisans produce the products.  
JAVARA focuses on R&D, product development, certifications, 
quality control, marketing, branding and distribution to global 
markets.

She counsels that companies “shouldn’t be intimidated by the 
extent of legwork you have to do. No pain, no gain.” She adds, 
“this is not an easy ride,” but once you familiarize yourself with 
the procedures for foreign markets, the next steps will be easier. 

Heilanti Hilman

Founder and CEO, JAVARA
 Jakarta, Indonesia

www.javara.co.id
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During one of her visits to the local night market in Laos, Emi Weir 
noticed that very few products were made domestically. It got her 
thinking about how to empower artisans across Laos to make and 
sell their handcrafted products locally.  

In 2010, Weir launched Ma Té Sai (“where is it from”) to provide a 
platform for Lao people to sell their products. Starting in 2013, Ma 
Té Sai began teaching women in different districts to sew, further 
enabling them to create finished products from naturally dyed 
and woven cotton cloth.

“It all started with a jacket,” explained Weir. Her black cotton 
swing jacket sold so well when the business first started that she 
ended up receiving support from a Malaysia-based foundation to 
expand her operations. Today the product range has expanded 
significantly and the young women Ma Té Sai empowers “are now 
the major breadwinners in their families,” Weir added. The unique, 

handcrafted products represent the work of 15 artisan villages, 5 
individual artisans and 8 organizations across the country. 
Ma Té Sai is omnichannel and benefits from bricks and clicks. “We 
couldn’t survive without tourism,” explained Weir. The company 
maintains a brick and mortar showroom in Luang Prabang, 
occasional pop-up shops in Vientiane and a growing online 
presence. While Weir sees Asian markets as the most important 
for her business, she receives online orders from around the world. 

Her company has benefited tremendously from increased online 
visibility. Tourists and online shoppers are able to discover 
the company through social media tools and services such as 
Tripadvisor, which have grown the business. 

With a dispersed network of artisans and global customers, Weir 
and her team rely heavily on digital tools and platforms to operate 
the business. Web-based messaging tools, which allow her to 
communicate with her teams in all areas of the country, “changed 
our business,” she emphasized. 

“Do your research and clean up your own backyard,” suggested 
Weir when asked to share a few words of wisdom for aspiring 
global entrepreneurs, “and feel secure where you are.”

Emi Weir

Co-Founder, Ma Té Sai
Luang Prabang, Laos
www.matesai.com
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her sales are from foreign markets. Singapore, the United States, 
Europe, Australia and the Middle East are key markets for Nashata.   

“Our online store, email services, accounting system and many 
other tools that we use to serve our customers are all cloud-based,” 
she said. Nashata accepts payments through global gateways 
including PayPal, is active on social media services, and attributes 
much of her website traffic to simple Google searches. Her team 
also spends a lot of time using WhatsApp and online chat powered 
by Czech Republic-based Smartsupp to convert customers in 
Malaysia, Indonesia and other markets who tend to “require more 
of a personal touch.” 

Today she employs 8 full-time employees and contracts with 
associates from other countries. Her philosophy for success is to 
“understand your market well and make customers happy at all 
times.” 

Eliza Noordin

Founder, Nashata
Cyberjaya, Malaysia
www.shop.nashata.com

Eliza Noordin had problems finding a suitable hijab and clothing 
for playing sports.  “What we have here in Malaysia are very 
fitted and not flattering for people who have problems with their 
figures,” she said.  

Noordin founded Nashata to empower modest women to have an 
active lifestyle and be more confident about working out. Based 
in Cyberjaya, Malaysia, she began with a simple online store that 
offered one hijab and a simple top. “We started off with a website 
and it grew from there,” she recalled.  

“We are an internet-based company and overseas markets are key 
to our business,” Noordin said. She estimates that 60 percent of 
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Despite the influx of modern fashions from 
abroad, many women in Myanmar still wear 
traditional Myanmar clothing daily. The 
clothing requires significant tailoring and is 
not easily found on racks in clothing stores. 

Su Wai Yee founded CiCi Clothing in 2014, 
after returning from college in the United 
States, to make traditional fashions more 
accessible to Myanmar women, tourists and 
expats. “Traditional clothing is very much 
integrated into our day to day life,” explained 
Yee. 

Based in Yangon, the company has grown 
to a team of 20 in just four years. While 
CiCi started out with a shop downtown, Yee 
decided to close it earlier this year and focus 
entirely on the online marketplace. “Initially 
I was more focused on the domestic market. 
I’m a re-pat. There are a lot of re-pats like me 
who are coming back to work in Myanmar. I 
figured there was a niche market for women 
like me in the domestic market.” 

Yee began to realize that there was a significant 
number of Myanmar women living abroad 
who are potential customers. “Those women 
are quite an important consumer base for 
us. Once we had those customers we started 
to realize that our product could appeal 

to markets outside of Myanmar too,” Yee 
observed.

Domestic customers still make up the 
majority of CiCi’s customers, with the 
United States and Thailand being their next 
biggest markets. According to Yee, that is 
likely to change soon. “We are undergoing a 
transformation in our design perspective at 
the moment. Once that happens, we will be 
able to focus on global markets.”

The appeal and opportunity of global 
markets is not lost on Yee, but she cautions 
entrepreneurs to give proper attention to the 
differences between different markets. “For 
instance, start selling in ASEAN first,” she 
said. Yee added that selling to China is very 
different than selling to the United States 
and that it is important to be prepared and 
understand the market you are entering. 

Su Wai Yee

Founder, CiCi Clothing
 Yangon, Myanmar
www.facebook.com/CiciMyanmar
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share our products as well as stories to their advocates,” said 
Fernandez-Ruiz. 

The company also sells directly to consumers via a slick online 
e-commerce shop called “Things that Matter,” powered by 
Canada-based Shopify. “Instagram is the most effective for us 
in terms of driving traffic to our online store and converting to 
sales,” Fernand-Ruiz said, and noted that she uses “a lot of cloud-
based tools for our operations” including Google Suite, Dropbox 
and PayPal.

“We are a small enterprise with global aspirations and global 
distribution, we rely on the accessibility and affordability of 
cloud-based services to enable us to reach our markets as well 
as each other,” shared Fernandez-Ruiz. She sees a lot of potential 
in other ASEAN countries to grow her international sales and 
network “given the right partners and advocates.” 

“Make sure you’re ready,” advises Fernandez-Ruiz, both to produce 
sufficient volume and in terms of mindset and organization. 
“Going global means that you’ll be connecting with people from 
different backgrounds, experiences, and time zones and you’ll 
need to learn to adjust quickly in order to serve these potential 
customers in the best way possible.” 

She also advises entrepreneurs to “be unique, authentic and tell 
a great story.” Fernandez-Ruiz followed her own advice, as her 
website and marketing materials consistently emphasize the 
message that “we make things that matter and weave joy into 
every story.”  

Reese Fernandez-Ruiz

President & Co-Founder, Rags2Riches
Manila, Philippines
www.rags2riches.ph

Reese Fernandez-Ruiz founded Rags2Riches (R2R) in 2007 to 
work with community artisans to create eco-ethical fashion and 
home accessories. “Our goal is to be a sustainable and reliable 
life and livelihood partner to artisans from poor areas of the 
Philippines,” said Fernandez-Ruiz.

Based in Quezon City in the Philippines, Fernandez-Ruiz oversees 
a team of 35 people who run the growing global business. R2R has 
a strong focus  on establishing a presence in the Philippines, but 
Fernandez-Ruiz also sees tremendous potential of global markets 
to expand her business and help scale her positive impact on 
women artisans. 

“Our goal is to scale the R2R model to more community artisans. 
In order to do this, we need to start exploring and expanding our 
market to more cities and countries,” she explained. 

R2R exports to retailers and distributors, including well-known 
brands such as Anthropologie,  in countries such as the United 
Kingdom, Switzerland, Canada, and the United States. “We work 
with like-minded and like-hearted retailers and distributors who 
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Wasna Roongsaengthong

Founder and President, NaRaYa
Bangkok, Thailand

www.naraya.com

Wasna Roongsaenthong and her husband Vassilios Lathouras 
launched NaRaYa in Bangkok in 1993. The couple built the business 
from scratch, starting out with less than 20 sewing machines and 
20 employees to make the products and accessories, which they 
sold out of a 20 square meter booth. 

Fast forward 29 years and NaRaYa now owns 4 factories in 
Thailand, with over 2,500 employees and a network of more than 
4,000 makers. The open source manufacturing model is one of 
the unique features of the business. It is comprised of farmers, day 
workers, and elderly family members, based in the countryside, 
who are responsible for producing half of NaRaYa’s volume. In 
addition to a female founder, women make up the backbone of 
the company, including 71 percent of their direct workforce and 
90 percent of their maker partners.

While international sales currently make up roughly 20 percent 
of their overall business, the team is looking to focus their efforts 
on expanding to new markets and growing their global sales. 

“China has the biggest potential for growth this year,” explained 
Roongsaenthong, adding that Korea, Japan and the United States 
are also of great importance to NaRaYa. 

“Online is the first step to getting access [to global markets],” 
emphasized Roongsaenthong. The growing business is constantly 
looking at new tools they can incorporate into their operations in 
order to simply their processes and connect with customers and 
partners more effectively. 

Traditional cloud based messaging tools have become essential 
platforms for document sharing and project management as 
well. NaRaYa’s employees can share photos and contacts, provide 
updates and communicate in real time about projects and events. 

“Everyone’s connected now,” highlighted Roongsaenthong who 
advises  entrepreneurs  who  are  thinking about taking their 
business global to leverage technology. “NaRaYa has proven 
that even a small local business can evolve to become large and 
successful in both domestic as well as international markets,” 
she said.
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tiques, fairs and a local online e-commerce 
platform called Pupsik Studio. 

In 2012, Ng opened her first physical store. 
“This is when everything changed for 
us,” she recalled. In addition to designing 

and printing their own fabrics for Elly’s 
clothing line, she realized there was a 
gap in the local market for shoes so the 
company began stocking eight different 
international brands of shoes from Brazil, 

The idea for the Elly Store began in 2009 
when Audrey Ng’s niece was born. 

Living in London at the time and working 
as a lawyer, Ng received multiple requests 
from her sister back in Singapore, who 
was frustrated with the lack of affordable 
options locally, to buy children’s clothing 
from the plethora of unique brands in 
London. 

“I’ve always had a love for colorful and 
whimsical fabrics,” said Ng, who started 
out buying fabrics at local London markets 
to make dresses for her nieces. “We made 
so many, and people wanted to buy them, 
so we started selling them,” she explained, 
adding that she considers herself an 
accidental entrepreneur. 

A year later Audrey moved back to Sin-
gapore to launch Elly and fill the gap in 
the Singapore market for quality, beauti-
ful and affordable children’s clothing. Ng 
initially sold her clothing at pop-up bou-

Australia and the United States.

Today Elly has its own physical store, 
a presence in three department stores 
and a growing online footprint, which 
is supported by 11 full and part-time 
employees. The team manages 30 different 
brands of shoes, toys and accessories that 
are sold along with their Elly line, which is 
manufactured in Singapore. 

The company is truly global. In addition to 
the global suppliers, Elly has direct retail 
customers in the United States, Europe, 
Australia and Hong Kong. “Our next step 
will be expanding outside of Singapore 
in order to grow,” Ng said. With a small 
percentage of children in Singapore 
compared to other markets, Ng is looking 
to global markets in order to continue to 
evolve the brand. 

“Be ready for anything and don’t be 
deterred,” advises Audrey, adding “you 
should constantly have a solutions-based 
mindset.” 

Audrey Ng

Co-Founder, The Elly Store
Singapore
www.theellystore.com
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markets. “We sort of did it in reverse - we 
exported first and then came back to the 
local market, where we are trying to expand 
now,” Nguyen noted.

While Bobi Craft still receives most of its 
revenue from business-to-business sales, 
the company is beginning to focus more of 
their attention on the direct-to-consumer 
portion of their business. Customers can 
now purchase the handmade children’s 
toys from Bobi Craft’s website, and the 
company is exploring leveraging other 
e-commerce platforms in the near future. 
Digital tools and platforms, like payments 

services PayPal and blockchain-based 
Veem, Facebook and UPS, make it easy 
for the Bobi Craft team to reach and serve 
customers worldwide, while tools like 
Dropbox and Google Drive help them run 
their business on a global basis.

Nguyen advises other entrepreneurs that 
are thinking about taking their business 
global to “listen to your heart, do what 
makes you happy and don’t quit too easily.”

Thuy Nguyen

Founder, Bobi Craft
Hoồ Chí Minh City, Vietnam
bobicraft.com

Bobi Craft’s mission is to empower 
women and create jobs for disadvantaged 
people while creating unique handmade 
children’s products out of yarn. Founded 
in 2011 in Ho Chi Minh City, the company 
now employs 450 people - many of whom 
work from home. 

Thuy Nguyen, Co-Founder of Bobi Craft, 
highlights that 98 percent of those 
workers are female, including a number 
of housewives who are able to provide 
for their families thanks to the web-based 
nature of the company.  

The concept came about while Nguyen 
was living in London, but the business 
wasn’t fully up and running until 2013 
when she returned to Vietnam. “We had 
some connections to children’s shops 
[in London] so we had an idea of their 
expectations,” Nguyen said. She added, “It 
was easiest for us to start selling in the U.K. 
and then we expanded into Europe and 
other countries.” 

Today, Bobi Craft exports  to over 10 
countries including the United States, 
Japan, Singapore, Indonesia and Australia. 
International markets represent 60 percent 
of their business and the United States and 
Europe are the company’s largest export 
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GO TO MARKET: STOREFRONT, PLATFORM OR BOTH?

operate their store without needing significant coding or web 
development experience. 

Eliza Noordin, Founder of Nashata sportswear 
in Malaysia, found that her products sold well 
on her own e-commerce storefront. She devoted 
her resources to building out connections to 
her customers directly over her website and 
the technology that underlies her platform. 
Her team created three sub-sites to appeal to 
customers from different markets. 

“[Customers] want to see a face they are 
familiar with: An Indonesian will want to see 
an Indonesian face, for the GCC they want to 
see an Arab face,” she observed. 

JAVARA Indonesia developed a robust website 
touting their mission of promoting Indonesia 
biodiversity  - featuring in depth descriptions of 
favorite products. However, they have chosen 
not to sell directly online. While they continue 
to focus on international sales through offline 
channels, their website provides a crucial 
resource for potential distributors and partners 

to discover their brand and learn more about their products.

Others, like Myanmar-based Cici Clothing and Lotus Silk in 
Cambodia, do not have an extensive web presence. Both Cici 
Clothing founder Su Wai Yee and Lotus Silk Founder Vannary 
San noted that they are working to develop an online shop. San, 

How to find, engage and serve customers  is  one  of  the  most  important  decisions  companies  will  make.  

In developing their go to market strategy, businesses need to 
decide whether to establish their own online storefront, sign up 
with global marketplace platforms or deploy a 
combination of solutions to reach customers. 

Each of these options has implications for a 
company’s visibility, brand, and the way they 
engage with their customers. 

Utilizing global technology to open an 
online storefront

Most business owners interviewed developed 
their web presence. Some chose to build an 
ecommerce store front, while others leveraged 
global e-commerce platforms to market 
products.

Emi Weir, founder of Ma Te Sai in Laos, built 
her website by utilizing California-based 
e-commerce platform Weebly, which provided 
a template to create an online store and the 
tools to manage the company’s payments, 
shipping and marketing functions. The 
company conducts much of their e-commerce 
business directly via their own site.

Similarly, Rags2Riches built a graphics-rich e-commerce store 
called “Things that Matter” using Canadian software provider 
Shopify. Shopify’s tools provide Rags2Riches the opportunity to 
optimize their website for mobile devices and to construct and 
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in Vietnam, are still exploring global 
e-commerce solutions. She expressed 
interest in selling on a platform like 
Amazon, but is still learning about how to 
sell directly to consumers, having focused 
her efforts thus far mainly on business-
to-business sales channels. “We need 
to understand the end consumer side,” 
Nguyen said.

Local platforms

Some businesses leverage national or 
regional e-commerce marketplaces to 
target specific markets. 

Hilman of JAVARA Indonesia utilizes up 
to eight local e-commerce platforms in 
Indonesia including Tokopedia to serve 
local customers. However these platforms 
do not give her social enterprise the ability 
to extend its retail reach internationally. 
These platforms “are not even covering 
the whole country,” Hilman notes, let 
alone overseas markets.

Yee of CiCi Clothing utilizes Shop.com.
mm. It is the biggest e-commerce site 

in Myanmar, but she notes that her 
international customers cannot purchase 
her products from the website. “Most of 
[our international customers] reach out to 
us through our Facebook page - which also 
acts as our online shop.”

With the local platforms, she added that 
the process for updating inventory is 
“quite manual” via email and spreadsheet 
exchanges with the company, and 
expressed frustration at not having more 
e-commerce and payments options to 
access international customers. 

One challenge is that it can take significant 
time and knowledge to use third-party 
e-commerce marketplaces successfully, 
especially if they need to sell on multiple 
sites to reach different customers. “You 
need someone who gets it, who knows how 
the platform works,” said Weir of Ma Te Sai, 
if a company wants to engage in multiple 
online marketplaces simultaneously. 

Multi-channel or single channel?

Some businesses choose to leverage 

who tried implementing Shopify already, 
indicated that she’s still searching for the 
right solution.

Leveraging global e-commerce 
marketplaces

Several entrepreneurs use, or expressed 
interest in utilizing, global e-commerce 
platforms such as Amazon, eBay and Etsy 
to extend their visibility and foster trust. A 
global platform like Etsy “can take you to 
a different consumer,” Weir of Ma Te Sai 
said. 

Ma Te Sai leverages Etsy, in addition 
to its own e-commerce store, to reach 
international customers. Weir notes that 
one benefit of using Etsy is that, “it has 
its own brand,” and provides visibility for 
her company across many international 
markets that it could not realize on 
its own. Ma Te Sai’s jewelry is selling 
particularly well on Etsy, which appeals 
to the platform’s user base and is cost-
effective to ship internationally. 

Others, like Thuy Nguyen of Bobi Craft 
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multiple distribution channels, while others have decided to 
focus on one main customer pipeline. 

Ma Te Sai is a prime example of an omni-channel retailer, 
leveraging a physical store in Luang Prabang in northern Laos 
as well as their own online shop and global marketplace Etsy. 

Others, like Nashata, decided to focus on direct business 
to consumer distribution. “When we first started we tried 
everything, including e-commerce platforms” like Amazon, 
Lazada and Zalora, said Noordin. “Instead of putting resources 
to manage all of these marketplaces, it was better for us to 
improve the user experience on our own website and focus on 
marketing,” she added.

Audrey Ng, Founder of Elly Store in Singapore, decided to 
concentrate on her own e-commerce platform to maintain 
maximum control over her brand. “We are pitched to be a more 
high end brand, and I haven’t found a website in Singapore 
that doesn’t have a discount mentality,” she said. 

On the other hand, Wasna Roongsaengthong, Founder and 
President of NaRaYa in Thailand, started out selling her 
handbags and accessories on Lazada and has since successfully 

expanded to platforms such as JD and Shopee. The company 
is beginning conversations with the Amazon Global Selling 
team as well, which has a group in Thailand. “It is a progressive 
process,” said Roongsaengthong. “[Online] plays a huge role 
for us as potential [for growth] and better understanding the 
consumer behavior,” she added.

Many businesses find their own right path through trial and 
error. Yee of Cici Clothing decided to close her standalone 
flagship store in Myanmar due to high costs, and focused 
exclusively online and via distribution through department 
stores. 

Takeaway for public policy

Businesses and consumers benefit from having choices 
whether via e-commerce marketplaces, platforms and direct 
services offerings. Governments should support competition 
and ensure choices remain available so SMEs can determine 
how best to go to market.
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PAYMENTS, FINANCIAL SERVICES AND FINTECH

The modernization of the financial service sector is a game changer for many small and medium-sized companies going global. 

To instill trust in her brand and better 
serve customers, she features a variety 
of popular global payment options 
prominently on the company’s website 
including American Express, Apple 
Pay, Google Pay, Mastercard, PayPal, 
Shopify Pay and Visa. 

Over half of the businesses interviewed 
shared that PayPal is the most popular 
payment gateway for their customers 
from western countries.

Philippines-based Rags2Riches utilizes 
PayPal as their primary checkout 
option, through which customers 
can pay with their American Express, 
Discover, Mastercard or Visa credit 
cards or their PayPal balance. “[PayPal] 
has been a great service for us,” called 
out Founder Reese Fernandez-Ruiz.

Several businesses stressed that lack 
of payment options is one of the most 
frequently cited reasons for customers 
abandoning their shopping carts, 
representing lost opportunity. 

Global Payments Options Benefit 
Local Shopkeepers too 

Multiple global digital payments 

tools can also help small business 
owners and shopkeepers conduct 
sales at their physical stores. Wasna 
Roongsaengthong, Founder and 
President of Thailand-based NaRaYa, 
noted that tourists often choose local 
stores that provide payment methods 
that they are familiar with when 
traveling and shopping abroad. 

With foreign payment options limited 
in China, AliPay and WeChat Pay 
are dominating the Chinese market. 
“When [Chinese tourists] come here, 
they expect the same experience. So we 

Specifically, the ability to execute 
cross-border payment digitally has 
allowed small business entities to 
accept payments from customers 
anywhere and helped firms to secure 
revenue more efficiently in the global 
marketplace. 

The businesses interviewed in the 
report highlighted the critical role 
of global electronic payments and 
financial services in facilitating 
e-commerce transactions, local retail 
store sales, and improve productivity.
 
Electronic Payments Instill 
Trust in Global  E-Commerce

One common theme among businesses 
is the role of multiple, well-known 
payment solutions in establishing 
trust and efficiently serving customers 
worldwide.  Internationally recognized 
and familiar payment options help 
instill trust and let customers know 
that the transaction is backed by a 
known entity. 

“[My] customers do appreciate 
the flexibility of different type of 
payments,” said Audrey Ng, Founder 
of Singapore-based Elly Store.
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Including innovative FinTech-enabled alternatives to e-payments 
as an option during checkout can help facilitate transactions by 
merchants who would prefer COD. 

Improving operations 

In addition to receiving and transferring 
payment, electronic payment platforms 
and tools save small business owners 
time by simplifying and streamlining 
their accounts. 

Vannary San, Founder of Cambodia-
based Lotus Silk, shared that Visa’s 
services help her keep track of sales 
revenue. 

“Visa has the mobile application that 
allows me to see if money has been 
transferred into my account every day. 
So I don’t need to spend time logging 
into the computer or going to the bank,” 
San added. As a result, she can divert 
the hours saved to other avenues of 
productivity.

Lack of regional payment 
solutions

The businesses also spoke of the chal-
lenges they face, including limited ac-

cess to innovative payment solutions and frustration transfer-
ring money between banks and payment-processing tools across 
markets.

One challenge is that some popular digital payment-processing 
solutions such as PayPal are not fully accessible for merchants in 

offer it to them,” shared Roongsaengthong. 

In addition, digital payment tools help to increase operational 
efficiency of the physical stores during the checkout process. Credit 
cards and digital payment solutions 
“provide a much faster experience in 
aiding people to check out than if we had 
them dealing with cash. [With cash] they 
have to sort out how much it is in baht 
and what does that mean in [a foreign 
currency]. It is just a much smoother 
process,” Roongsaengthong added.

The importance of e-wallets to 
support cash on delivery

In ASEAN, as well as in other regions 
around the world, Cash on Delivery 
(COD) remains a popular method of 
payment, particularly for domestic 
transactions.  For example, consumers 
in Indonesia paid via COD for more 
than 65% of their digital transactions 
according to a 2017 survey.3 Payment and 
financial service companies are using 
technology to help merchants provide 
this important payment mode. 

Financial services companies are using 
technology in order to help merchants 
capture these customers more efficiently. 

Rags2Riches offers nationwide COD for customers in the 
Philippines in partnership with Payo, a local FinTech provider 
that uses technology to connect the retailer to its customers 
through text messages and a call center, enabling shoppers to get 
updates on shipments and payments.
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all of the ASEAN coun-
tries. 

While PayPal is accept-
ed as a method of pay-
ment in more than 200 
countries and regions, 
Emi Weir, Founder of 
Ma Té Sai, set up her 
business account in 
Hong Kong rather than 
in Laos where her com-
pany is based. PayPal 
gives “gives us a big 
competitive advantage,” she said, and wishes there was more 
support locally for Laos-based merchants.

Thuy Nguyen, Founder of Vietnam-based Bobi Craft, noted that 
she still needs to go to bank branches to send money overseas 
despite the fact that she can access her account with online 
banking. “We are not allowed to use internet banking in Vietnam 
to send money overseas,” she noted, citing the country’s currency 
controls.  

Despite the plethora of global web-based payment solutions, 
in some cases traditional, and expensive, wire transfer is the 
only option for small businesses to send and receive money to 
transact outside domestic markets. 

“We feel very bad for customers as transaction charges are ex-
tremely high” for international wire transfers, shared Su Wai 
Yee, Founder of Myanmar-based CiCi Clothing. 

To avoid fees, some of the 
entrepreneurs resorted 
to workarounds. “Some-
times I ask friends with 
U.S. bank account to do 
me a favor and receive 
money in U.S. Dollars” 
to avoid having to pay an 
expensive wire transfer 
fee, Yee mentioned. 

The businesses asked 
governments to play a 

bigger role in supporting global payments and financial services. 
“Opening up more payment options that are cheaper and more 
seamless means that customers will have fewer barriers” to 
transact with Rags2Riches, Fernandez-Ruiz emphasized.

Takeaway for public policy

Small businesses and startups benefit from access to a variety 
of global financial services products and digital payment 
solutions, which help them succeed in cross-border e-commerce.  
Government policies should encourage the availability of 
global financial services technologies on a nondiscriminatory 
basis. ASEAN should serve as a forum to support reigon wide 
interoperability of payment services to support the expansion 
of small businesses to regional markets. 
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Engaging on social media platforms is 
particularly important in Southeast Asia, 
where social media penetration is nearly 
50 percent.5

While social media users in ASEAN use 
a wide variety of platforms, Facebook 
has the biggest number of monthly 
active users in the region and, along with 
Instagram, was by far the most frequently 
used social media tool by the companies 
profiled.6

Audrey Ng, Founder and CEO of the Elly 
Store in Singapore, relies heavily on 
Instagram and Facebook to share products 
and educate audiences. “We do them 
concurrently,” she said. “If I’m trying to 
reach out to the younger customer (under 
35),  Instagram is really good for nice 
pictures and products to catch your eye, 
especially for clothing and shoes.”

She added, “if I’m trying to educate my 
customers or give them more knowledge 
about the products we sell, like which 
shoes are better for your baby or what type 
of fabrics are best for your child, then we 
use Facebook because it is more text heavy 
and people seem more willing to click on 
links to read.” 

The Elly store also uses Facebook and 
Instagram to build their email marketing 
list, and uses direct email to keep its 
community engaged on a regular basis. 
Even companies like Bobi Craft, who 
focus primarily on wholesale, see the 
benefits of social media to their global 
business. “We use Facebook and are trying 
to be more active on social media,” shared 
Founder Thuy Nguyen, who added that 
are beginning to focus their efforts more 
in this area as they grow their direct to 
consumer business. 

Reese Fernandez-Ruiz uses both Facebook 
and Instagram for her Philippines-based 
fashion and design house. “Instagram is 
the most effective for us in terms of driving 
traffic to our online store and converting 
to sales,” Fernandez-Ruiz noted.

Indonesian-based artisanal food company 
JAVARA has a presence on both Facebook 
and Instagram, but Founder and CEO 
Helianti Hilman notes that Instagram 
seems most effective, “Hashtags allow 
us to connect with people with similar 
interests around the world.”

Facebook and Instagram also are their   
primary social media platforms for Thai-
land-based NaRaYa. “We try to differ-

For little to no money, businesses can 
gain global visibility, share their products 
and services, and connect with customers 
around the world. 

Every company interviewed in this report 
has an online social media presence on 
platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, 
Twitter, LinkedIn, Google, Pinterest, 
YouTube, and more. These platforms, 
along with search tools, provide global 
visibility and permit businesses from 
ASEAN to create global communities 
around their interests, causes and 
products. 

Utilizing social media tools to 
connect with customers globally

Consumers are increasingly interested 
in what their friends think and, more 
importantly, what they are buying. 
Social media tools are a one-stop shop 
for customers to read reviews, see what’s 
trending, receive promotions and even 
purchase directly. According to PwC’s 
Global Consumer Insights Survey this 
year, “Social media was the #1 choice when 
asked where respondents went online to 
get inspiration for purchases.”4

SOCIAL MEDIA AND SEARCH

Social media and search have revolutionized marketing for small businesses around the world. 
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paid and organic tools. Eliza Noordin of Malaysia-based Nashata 
also attributed much of her traffic to search.

Social media tools as e-commerce platforms

For some small businesses, social media tools have also become 
an important sales channel. 

According to the 2016 PwC Total Retail 
Global Report, 16% of the survey sample 
said they purchase products via a social 
media channel, an increase of 9% since the 
2014 survey. The results varied significantly 
by country, with a few of the ASEAN 
countries ranking particularly high: “In 
Belgium, Denmark and Canada just 4%, 5% 
and 6% of online shoppers, respectively, 
said that purchasing directly via a social 
media channel was part of their shopping 
behavior, while in Thailand more than 
half (51%) of our respondents said they did 
this.”7

“It is quite popular to sell on Facebook in 
Thailand,” confirmed Roongsaenthong of 
NaRaYa, who uses Facebook as a commerce 
platform. 

“Most of [our international customers] reach out to us through 
our Facebook page - which also acts as our online shop,” said 
Yee of CiCi Clothing. This has been especially helpful for CiCi 
Clothing to grow internationally since their local e-commerce 
marketplace is not accessible to customers outside of Myanmar.

Data analytics and insights

Some businesses also utilize social media platforms to understand 
customer behavior and preferences. “Our customer data is 

entiate between the two,” explained Wasna Roongsaenthong, 
Co-Founder of NaRaYa, “Facebook is more about connecting with 
people, more about the story. Instagram is more about the ‘wow’ - 
something happening at an event, a new style or an actress work-
ing with us.”

Companies also use social media tools to communicate with retail 
customers. Vannary San of Cambodia-
based Lotus Silk said, “I use Facebook 
messenger a lot. We communicate with 
retail customers [on Facebook messenger] 
to keep them updated all the time.”

“LinkedIn is useful to maintain a personal 
brand,” said Aimee Ramlee, Founder 
and CEO of Tyne Solutions in Brunei. 
For a solutions-based company like hers, 
the networking focused tool serves as a 
reference point to verify that you are who 
you say you are and allows clients to vouch 
for the work. 

Search Remains Critical

While most companies focus their time 
and efforts on Facebook and Instagram to 
share their latest offerings and connect 
with customers, search remains one of the most influential tools 
when it comes to driving new traffic to the company websites. 

On average, more than 50 percent of the website views of the 
companies profiled in this report directed from Google Search, 
based on an analysis GIF conducted on the source of website 
traffic.

“[Online search engines] are  an important part of our business 
to get new customers to find us when they are looking for specific 
lifestyle products,” shared Fernandez-Ruiz who relies on both 
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Developing content for different 
markets
 
While search and social media tools are 
global, businesses make adjustments 
to connect with the local customer 
base effectively. 

“I use most common social media 
tools like Facebook, Instagram and 
others for all markets,” said Noordin 
of Nashata, “The only difference is the 
type of content for certain markets. 
Content is localized be it in terms of 
language, model, and web copy.”

Hilman of JAVARA added that, “while 
social media itself is borderless, in 
terms of the content, it needs to be 
adapted to each of the markets.” She is 
in talks with a potential distributor in 
France who would be responsible for 
setting up the social media for the local 
market. She prioritizes local expertise 
because, she said, what matters to a 
French customer may be different 
than what matters to an Indonesian 
customer.

Emi Weir, Founder of Ma Te Sai, 
utilizes social media accounts for 
her business, but emphasized the 
importance of the content that she 
creates and hosts on her own platforms 
in connecting directly with her global 
audience, who find her through search, 
social media and platforms such as 
TripAdvisor. “My blogs are a way to 

valuable, said Noordin of Nashata, 
adding that the company takes care 
to protect customer data and does not 
attempt to monetize it. “What is more 
valuable to us is understanding the 
customer behavior and analytics of 
our users so that we can improve and 
optimize our products and services to 
be better,” she added.

Fernandez-Ruiz of Rags2Riches em-
phasized the priority her company 
places on securing customer data and 
keeping it private, a concern that was 
echoed across the entrepreneurs inter-
viewed for this report. The company 
uses data to “learn from the aggregate 
so that we could serve our customers 
better with products and services that 
they will find valuable and useful,” she 
said.

Ng of The Elly Store highlighted that 
that her company uses data from online 
purchases and her physical store to 
understand customer preferences, 
which guide decisions about future 
design and sourcing. “A lot of the 
data comes out of the store,” said Ng. 
“My staff is trained to ask customers, 
where did you see us?” She adds that 
data from online purchases is only 
half of the story. “For the in store part, 
it is about talking to customers. It’s not 
just looking at Google’s metrics,” she 
added.

share information about the business 
and the artisans here in Laos,” noted 
Weir. 

Challenges

Entrepreneurs emphasized the 
challenges of learning how to use the 
technology, find time to share posts, 
and maintain language proficiency for 
foreign audiences.

Small business owners also highlighted 
the challenge of reaching audiences 
in markets where the social media 
platforms they rely on are blocked. 
“[Facebook and Instagram] can get us 
most of the reach, except for our largest 
target audience because they are 
blocked,” explained Roongsaenthong. 
In China, the company has to use 
Chinese technology services. While the 
company has over 16,000 followers 
on Instagram, they have to manage 
additional platforms in order to reach 
customers in one of their largest 
markets.

Takeaway for public policy

Small businesses rely heavily on 
search and social media tools to gain 
visibility globally and to build and 
engage communities around their 
products, services and causes.  They 
also rely on data to gain market and 
consumer insights.
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CUSTOMS AND INTERNATIONAL SHIPPING

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

world from Vietnam via business-to-business transactions, 
is now focused on obtaining the best rates and customer 
experience for her expanding direct-to-consumer business. 

Cross-border e-commerce is driving new opportunities for 
ASEAN SMEs to grow. In 2017, 47 percent of shoppers in 
the United States -- a key market for many of the businesses 
interviewed for this report -- made an online purchase from 
an international retailer, up 4 percent from the prior year, 
according to UPS’ Pulse of the Online Shopper survey.8 
Shoppers who bought internationally sought unique products, 
different brands or lower prices from international retailers. 

ASEAN businesses pointed to the critical role of small-package 
shipping in their ability to fulfill orders on a global basis but 
highlighted shipping costs, duties and fees, high landed costs, 
burdensome paperwork, and customs clearance as challenges 
for going global. 

“If we can figure out a way to speed up the cross-border 
process, we could do a lot for commerce in the region,” 
explained Wasna Roongsaenthong, Founder and President of 
NaRaYa. She added that the ASEAN region is fragmented and 
companies do not get the benefits of a customs union like the 
EU, whose businesses can easily access.

Cost of shipping 

When purchasing goods online, the cost and convenience 
of shipping factors prominently into customers’ buying 
decisions. According to one survey, 54% of shoppers abandoned 
their carts due to expensive shipping, while 26% left checkout 
because of slow shipping options.9

Bobi Craft founder Thuy Nguyen, who started out shipping her 
hand-crocheted children’s toys in large containers around the 
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partners to help break down the logistics 
costs in order to identify the full-landed 
cost of goods. Helianti Hilman, Founder of 
JAVARA, is starting to work with logistics 
partners at the country of destination to 
smooth transactions for her international 
buyers. 

“Because we want to expand our presence 
in the EU market we are engaging an out-
side logistic compa-
ny in Belgium to do 
the warehousing and 
logistics services for 
us and they will cal-
culate the full-landed 
cost of goods,” said 
Hilman. 

Ultimately, deter-
mining the landed 
cost allows the JAVA-
RA team to calculate 
what the sale price 
needs to be to cover 
all the other associ-
ated costs and still 
make a profit, while 
also removing poten-
tial surprise fees from 
hitting their custom-
ers. 

Navigating 
customs clearance

Customs procedures 
differ from country 

to country and are often challenging for 
small companies to navigate. “The biggest 
challenge is that we don’t have good vis-
ibility into customs practices around the 
world,” said Audrey Ng, founder of the Elly 
Store. In Singapore, “when something gets 
stuck in Customs you know exactly what 
you have to do -- and if you don’t pick it up 
it gets sent back,” she added. 

“[Shipping] is the biggest challenge we are 
facing at the moment,” she explained. She 
explained that, as a growing company, she 
sought options for small volume shipping 
discounts from express delivery services. 

But the cost of shipping is still a key 
challenge in a region where there are 
only air options, unlike in Europe where 
there are seamless road options that lower 
transportation costs for businesses.

Additional landed costs

Posting goods online to sell to customers 
globally is fairly simple, but determining  
in total what to charge customers can be 
confusing for small businesses and critical 
to the customer experience. The businesses 
surveyed for this report indicated they 
spent significant time understanding and 
attempting to calculate accurately the full 
cost of their goods for international buyers 
so that customers are not surprised with 
additional costs when a package arrives.

“It’s hard to explain to buyers - the price 
I provide them is called the ex-factory 
price,” shared Vannary San, Founder 
of Lotus Silk in Cambodia. She said 
customers expect to see the final, or full-
landed, cost that they have to pay. This 
discrepancy may mean that a consumer 
will be stuck with an unexpected bill from 
their customs authority for duties, taxes, 
and other charges. 

Some small businesses have found 
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When a shipment of baby clothing from 
Elly Store gets held up at Customs in a 
foreign country, where they do not have 
resources on the ground, it is particularly 
challenging for Audrey and her team to 
identify and resolve the issue. 

“In [some] countries, a package can get 
held in Customs for no good reason for 
an unlimited amount of time and no one 

can offer us information about how to 
get our orders out,” Ng said, adding that 
customers get frustrated for answers.

Eliza Noordin, Founder of Nashata, says 
“shipping to overseas markets is a con-
stant issue” for her athletic clothing 
company based in Malaysia. “Customs 
clearance is not that straightforward. Cus-
tomers in certain countries - especially in 

Europe - get charged 
for taxes unneces-
sarily even when the 
purchased item is 
below the taxable [de 
minimis] amount,” 
she explained. 

“The biggest prob-
lem is not our export 
market. It’s at our 
end here [in Indone-
sia],” said Hilman. 
She added that the 
regulatory process is 
not transparent and 
new rules can be im-
plemented unexpect-
edly.

Burdensome 
paperwork

Navigating  shipping 
and  customs  paper-
work for both home 
and destination 
countries can be dif-

ficult and time-consuming for a company 
that is just beginning to engage with cus-
tomers abroad. “In a country like Vietnam 
it is a little difficult to go through all the 
documents and paperwork that allow you 
to import and export,” said Thuy Nguyen, 
Founder of Bobi Craft.

To ship her products to the United States, 
Yee of CiCi Clothing takes the package 
to the local EMS office, fills out customs 
forms by hand, and pays fees in U.S. 
dollars. She says it then takes 3 to 4 weeks 
on average for the customer in the United 
States to receive the package. While the 
company has resources to help answer 
questions about customs paperwork, Yee 
still has to travel to the post office and fill 
out forms by hand each time. 

“When it comes to exporting there are so 
many requirements,” explained Hilman 
as she listed off the documents that are 
required in order to process a shipment of 
artisanal food products to her distributors 
overseas. Hilman has been able to get 
help from her partners abroad, including 
logistics companies, to help walk her 
through how to fill out the paperwork for 
individual markets. 

Simplifying procedures

Businesses suggested governments 
in ASEAN work together to make 
information available and accessible 
online, and ensure customs procedures 
are transparent and predictable. 
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as possible,” added Thuy of Vietnam-based Bobi Craft. By 
doing so, small business owners can access the necessary 
information when packages are stopped at the border in a 
foreign country and take necessary steps to resolve the issue 
to get goods to their final destination. 

Takeaway for public policy

Businesses find different customs rules complex to navigate, 
which inhibits them from serving customers in ASEAN and 
around the world. Governments should further simplify 
customs procedures, documentation, taxation and returns for 
low-value shipments to support the growth of e-commerce. 
This should include promoting transparency of duties and 
taxes across the ASEAN region and improving access to 
customs information to help businesses determine full-
landed costs and, in turn, provide predictability to consumers.

It is a challenge getting a certificate of origin, explained San. 
She was able to identify officials at the Ministry of Commerce 
in Cambodia, who helped her understand and navigate the 
application process. However, San points out that governments 
can do more to simplify the process for small companies like 
hers.

Rags2Riches Founder Fernandez-Ruiz noted that a regional 
calculator would enable small businesses like Rags2Riches to 
calculate the full-landed cost of goods and provide accurate 
figures to her customers.

“When it comes to importing raw materials and exporting, it 
would be helpful if the government had transparent policies 
that they stuck to and implemented accordingly,” Yee of CiCi 
Clothing said.

“We would love to make [customs procedures] as transparent 
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Cloud services offer two transformative 
benefits to small and medium-sized 
businesses.  

First, as described in the previous chapters, 
a suite of cloud-based tools and services, 
including payments, social media tools, 
e-commerce platforms, and shipping and 
logistics services, makes it possible for 
startups and small businesses around the 
world to reach customers and partners 
in international markets. According to a 
2014 Deloitte study, 77 percent of SMBs 
interviewed said that cloud technologies 
allow them to access new markets and 
new revenue streams.10 

Second, cloud services have transformed 
the way small businesses operate. A 
range of productivity software and 
services simplifies business operations, 
and makes those operations more secure 
and accessible on a global basis, allowing 
companies to spend more time focused on 
their core business. 

“In addition to [building cloud solutions] 
for our clients, our business can’t run 
without cloud systems because of the 
nature of our business. Everything we 
do from an operations standpoint runs 

on cloud,” underscored Aimi Ramlee, Co-
Founder of Tyne Solutions in Brunei. For 
example, the company relies on cloud 
tools for hosting data, using collaborative 
software, and also in communicating with 
team members and clients.

“We use a lot of cloud-based tools for 
our operations, accounting, data storage, 
coordination, and sales,” added Reese 
Fernandez-Ruiz, Founder of Rags2Riches. 
“As a small enterprise with global 
aspirations and global distribution, we 
rely on the accessibility and affordability 
of cloud-based services to enable us to 
reach our market as well as each other,” 
she continued.

Business leaders highlighted a range of 
digital tools and platforms that enable 
them to run their global businesses and 
connect with customers and partners 
around the world. These tools serve as links 
that connect internal and external aspects 
of the business. When one of those links is 
broken, or not able to operate as it should, 
the company is not able to function to its 
fullest potential. 

CLOUD BASED SERVICES & PRODUCTIVITY TOOLS

Companies have come a long way from the days when they had to invest in expensive software that was downloaded onto 
computers.  
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make it easier 
to integrate and 
maintain her 
brick-and-mor-
tar store along-
side her online 
marketplace. “We 
are changing our 
[Point of Sale] sys-
tems to be web-
based so that it 
gives us a lot of 
flexibility for us-

ing an iPad to check someone out on the other side of the store, 
for instance,” said. Online tools also give her up-to-the-minute 
data on combined inventory and sales.
 
Enabling communication

The businesswomen profiled in this report rely heavily on web-
based communication tools, which provide simple and cost 
effective means of connecting with employees, supply-chain 
partners and customers. 

“Without the internet it would be impossible for us to do 
anything. We are based [in Ho Chi Minh City] and we sell all 
over the world,” said Thuy Nguyen of Bobi Craft. Nguyen and 
her team in Vietnam use email and their website to connect with 
customers around the world. Online communications tools are 
especially important in connecting with their 450 employees, 
many of whom work from home.

“We use Mailchimp, Smartsupp live chat tool, Hootsuite and 
many more to stay connected with our customers and to 
improve productivity. We are a lean company, hence these 
tools are important to us as they are easy to use, convenient 
and collaborative in nature,” shared Eliza Noordin, Founder of 
Nashata. 

Improving 
productivity 
and 
collaboration

Cloud-based doc-
ument storage 
tools provide se-
cure spaces for 
teams to keep files 
and collaborate 
with colleagues re-
gardless of their location. Entrepreneurs highlighted the benefit 
of being able to access documents and information when they 
are traveling and of being able to work across teams that are dis-
persed or work remotely. Cutting out the process of sharing docu-
ments via email back and forth increases productivity and main-
tains document history for more seamless and secure operations.  

For Myanmar-based Cici Clothing, document sharing tools play 
an important role in their day to day operations. “G-Suite has 
been useful to share files internally, such as pricing lists among 
the team and inventory,” shared Founder Su Wai Yee.

Cloud based document sharing tools like Google Docs enable 
JAVARA in Indonesia to manage product information and other 
business documents across a team of 85 employees and a network 
of over 50,000 farmers across the country.

Not all businesses were born in the cloud. “We are just starting to 
migrate to [cloud based systems],” explained Founder Audrey Ng. 
“Before that I think we were quite backward - a thumb drive and 
email situation - that obviously has its problems because anytime 
a person comes to do a particular function she has to go look for 
the documents again. To streamline things, we are moving all our 
documents onto a cloud based system.”

As she gravitated to cloud technologies, Ng discovered tools to 
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check in on her team each day. “By the 
end of the day [my team] sends me a daily 
report on Verve. I love when they send me 
pictures because I get to know more and 
better understand the color and style that 
people love and buy. It’s very important. 
These two years I’ve found technology has 
been very active player and important in 
my business,” she added.

Addressing challenges to accessing 
cloud-based tools

Restrictions in some countries limit 
capabilities or block certain cloud services 
from functioning. Noordin of Nashata 
noted that, “Skype was working in UAE 
until early this year when they decided 
to block it. I have to use other service 
provider in the Middle East market. These 
are all limitations in certain geographic 
areas and it’s just more work for us.” 

China presents a particular challenge for 
companies, where many of the tools they 
rely on are blocked or throttled. While 
some  businesses prefer to use Japan-
based instant messenger and voice-over-
IP provider Viber to communicate with 
suppliers, they have to switch to China-
based WeChat in order to communicate 
with Chinese partners because Viber 
doesn’t work within China.

A number of the business owners also 
spoke about challenges accessing payment 
tools, as a number of them are not yet 
available in their own country or those of 
their customers. 

Others pointed to issues around 
consistency of internet access and 
training for how to use internet services. 
For Fernandez-Ruiz of Rags2Riches, “The 
challenges are our own country’s internet 
infrastructure as well as our access to 
better quality of devices in order to handle 
the use of multiple platforms.”

Takeaway for public policy

Businesses of all types and sizes benefit 
from global cloud based services and 
productivity tools to operate their business 
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.

“WhatsApp is the number one tool for 
us. It changed our business. It allows us 
to communicate as a team, regardless of 
where we are,” emphasized Emi Weir, 
Founder of Ma Te Sai. With local artisans 
spread across the country, often in remote 
regions, Emi explained that all she needs 
is for one member of the community to 
be able to use a phone. She often finds the 
younger generations teaching the older 
generation how the tools work. Web-
based messaging tools are so integral to 
the communication and logistics of the 
company that Emi now provides her teams 
with a phone and a monthly stipend to 
ensure they have access to data.

Wasna Roongsaengthong, Founder and 
President of NaRaYa, and her team in 
Thailand use cloud based services for 
all aspects of their business. Japanese 
freeware messaging app, LINE, has 
become a particularly essential tool 
for the NaRaYa team. “It’s the primary 
way to communicate,” explained 
Roongsaengthong. Group messaging tools, 
she said, “enable the executive team and 
entire staff to share files and photos, send 
updates and essentially manage entire 
projects.”

For Vannary San of Lotus Silk, 
communication tools save her a trip to 
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Once she homed in on the right regulation online, her research 
turned up multiple draft versions of the same regulation. “I do 
not know if there are updates anymore since the version numbers 
have been changing,” explained Ng.

And while the company adjusted their product lines to comply 
with the regulation, Ng observed that other brands continued to 
sell products that did not comply with the new regulation.

Helianti Hilman, Founder of Indonesia-based Javara, exports a 
significant portion of her speciality foods to the EU and therefore 
pays careful attention to the regulatory requirements to avoid 
any issues at the border. 

She highlighted changing regulations as a common challenge, 
sharing an example of her experience exporting nutmeg to 
Europe. “When there is a change of regulation in Europe, that 
information is supposed to be in the one-stop window of the 
government export system,” Hilman said, “but it is not.” Her 
shipment of nutmeg was held up at customs due to changes to 
regulations that she was not aware of. 

Unexpected delays or returned shipments can cause businesses to 
incur extra costs creates a negative experience for their customers 
and distributors. 

Meeting the government requirements and industry 
standards

Even with the right information, complying with regulatory 
requirements can be time-consuming and require entrepreneurs 

The entrepreneurs interviewed in the report noted that identifying 
and complying with foreign regulations and standards can slow 
or complicate their ability to access global markets. They also 
emphasized, however, that understanding and complying with 
foreign regulations is critical to their overseas success, and that 
the growth opportunities in new markets are often worth the 
effort and cost. 

“Each market has its own requirement and we just have to follow 
it. Some of them are easy and some of them are not so easy. We 
are still not a huge business yet, but we try our best to comply 
with everything,” explained Thuy Nguyen, Founder of Vietnam-
based Bobi Craft.

Availability of accurate, up-to-date information and 
changes to regulations

A lack of easy, online access to up-to-date information about 
government policies and regulations is a common roadblock for 
global small businesses. 

Audrey Ng, Founder of Singapore-based Elly Store, shared that 
there are a set of EU regulations on child safety that require 
drawstrings and ties to be a certain length. However, she could 
not access the details of the regulation online. 

“When we found out about [the set of EU regulations] we tried 
to get ahold of all of them, which proved to be a challenge. They 
were not readily available; we were just told about a name and 
number, but couldn’t get our hands on the documentation,” said 
Ng. 

TRANSPARENCY & COMPLIANCE

With tight budgets, entrepreneurs do not have the luxury of large legal teams to assist with navigating complex rules or opaque 
regulations in markets around the world.

36



trade certification, which she believes 
could lead to a better brand image and 
increased interest from potential business 
partners. But she observed that, “the 
paperwork is impractical for SMEs,” and 
has not yet been able to acquire the fair 
trade certification for her company. 

Navigating foreign investment 
requirements

In addition to product and manufacturing 
requirements, some countries maintain 
requirements that can inhibit the 
participation of foreign companies 
looking to invest abroad. 

For Ng of Elly Store, foreign investment 
rules impact where she can expand her 
children’s clothing store. “There are 
countries that we would like to expand 
into that have requirements like a joint 
venture partner from that country or 
additional product testing,” said Ng, 
adding that “these are some hurdles that 
aren’t easily crossed without changing 
the structure of how we do business or 
significant financial investment.” 

While Indonesia and China are potentially 
attractive markets for a physical location, 
investment restrictions have deterred Ng 

to conduct proper due diligence when 
planning their global expansion strategy. 

“We have to do testing and also social 
compliance,” said Nguyen, which requires 
her and her team to focus on the rules 
in all of the markets in which Bobi Craft 
operates.

Nguyen shared that the European Union, 
the United States, and Vietnam -- all major 
markets for Bobi Craft -- have different 
social and environmental regulations 
and labelling standards, and adds that 
companies often have their own specific 
requirements that suppliers must 
meet.  Bobi Craft works with companies 
including Disney and Hallmark, who 
communicate preferences and standards 
to their suppliers such as environmentally 
sustainable materials and practices. 

The amount of legal work required to 
comply with regulations can be a challenge 
for small businesses as they scale globally. 

Vannary San, Owner of Cambodia-based 
Lotus Silk, shared that a major U.S. brand 
was interested in working with them, but 
she felt overwhelmed by more than 60 
pages of paperwork and the need to hire a 
lawyer.  “Because of all of the paperwork, I 
gave up,” she said.

Startups and small businesses can use 
certifications to differentiate their brands 
and elevate their global image. San, of 
Lotus Silk, has explored obtaining a fair 
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is good for us. I think it is the best way to do business,” Nguyen 
added.

Taking actions first and asking question later can cause 
entrepreneurs to harm their brand and business relationships, 
reducing their global competitiveness and weakening their 
business. 

Takeaway for Public Policy

Entrepreneurs prioritize under-
standing and abiding by regulations 
in the markets in which they oper-
ate but can be frustrated by the lack 
of availability of accurate, easily-ac-
cessible, up-to-date regulations. 

Governments should adopt best 
practices to improve transparency 
for small businesses by creating 
a “one stop shop” for interfacing 
with governments about their 
policies, regulations and programs; 
publicizing laws and regulations 
electronically; making proposed 
regulations subject to notice and 
comment; publishing regulations 
in English when possible, and 
making trade and e-commerce data 
publicly available through an API 
to encourage “RegTech” innovation 
by third party developers to assist 
compliance. Better education on the 

value of early attention to regulatory compliance, using ASEAN as 
a forum, would also help small businesses avoid costly mistakes 
and help set them up for global success. 

from pushing further into those markets.

Benefits of early attention to compliance with foreign 
regulations

Navigating and complying with foreign regulations early on is 
key for small businesses considering entry into global markets. 
Regulations can vary by country, by 
specific industry, by product, and 
even by materials used. 

“An ounce of prevention is worth 
a pound of cure,” advises Daniel 
Glazer, an attorney with the global 
law firm of Wilson Sonsini Goodrich 
& Rosati. He has seen companies 
“get into trouble when they take a 
shoot first and ask questions later 
approach.” 11

He added, “While it’s true that 
early stage companies need to 
move quickly, it is also important 
to understand the risk profile of 
the country they are entering” and 
the importance of taking basic 
precautions to shore up a business 
as it goes global.

Companies like Bobi Craft in 
Vietnam pride themselves on 
setting a high global standard for 
their company, ensuring they are 
both transparent with customers and compliant with different 
regulations in the markets in which they operate. 

“In terms of sustainability, materials, and [being] environmentally 
friendly,  those are things we have to do. And also transparency 
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GOVERNMENT RESOURCES AND PROGRAMS

Government agencies, as well as international and nongovernmental organizations, can be valuable resources for 
small businesses that are looking for global opportunities. 

One area where governments can play a role is in establishing 
export and investment assistance programs, through which 
they provide advisory services to assist business owners in 
acquiring information about how to succeed globally. 

Policymakers can also help by setting trade and regulatory 
frameworks that foster access to digital and physical 
economies around the world.

The ASEAN-based entrepreneurs in this report highlighted 
public sector resources available both domestically and 
internationally that enabled them to navigate policy and 
regulation, seek funding, and connect with customers and 
partners around the world. They also voiced the importance 
of maintaining and developing a set of regulatory 
frameworks, trade policies, and government programs to 
support frictionless cross-border trade.

Domestic resources to go global

ASEAN member governments have introduced programs 
to assist local small businesses going global. Many of the 
female entrepreneurs profiled were able to grow their 
businesses globally by participating in programs offered 
by their home country. These programs variously support 
small business owners and startup founders with launching 
a business, connecting with industry partners and potential 
customers, and by providing co-working space and access 
to seed funding, international trade fairs, and by offering 
other assistance programs.

“The garment industry is the sector that government is 
trying to promote,” explained Su Wai Yee of Myanmar-
based CiCi Clothing. “It is an industry that employs many 
workers and provides lots of employment opportunities 
for young people here.” In Myanmar the government has 
been working to make capital more accessible for small 
businesses, including by providing loans. 

In addition to funding support, ASEAN countries support 
startups and small businesses going global through trade 
shows that connect business entities with potential 
international buyers. “The Vietnam government has some 
trade promotion programs, which we are a part of. We 
benefit from some trade shows - they sponsor part of it 
and arrange for the booth.” shared Thuy Nguyen, Founder 
of Bobi Craft. The Government not only reduces the cost 
burden, but also helps businesses like Bobi Craft interact 
with customers in new markets.

In Brunei, entrepreneurship is ingrained into government 
programs. Concepts are taught as early as preschool and 
the Government is active in helping businesses engage 
locally and globally “Darussalam Enterprise [DARe] is very 
active,” noted Aimi Ramlee, Co-Founder of Tyne Solutions. 
“They run incubations, business development courses, and 
a lot of programs,” she explained. While the focus used to 
be primarily on technology businesses, Ramlee noted that 
they are expanding to other industries as well.

In fact, each of the ASEAN member governments maintain 
programs to advise and assist small businesses on their 
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global journeys. The chart in this chapter 
outlines key starting points at each of the 
ASEAN governments for information on 
small business assistance. 

NGOs and Intergovernmental 
organizations 

Intergovernmental organizations are 
active in working with local agencies 
to improve the global presence of small 
businesses in developing countries as well. 
“In 2012 I was one of the beneficiaries of an 
International Trade Centre (ITC) project,” 
shared Vannary San, Founder of Lotus 
Silk in Cambodia. “They have a project 
in the Ministry of Commerce where they 
select 14 companies, and Lotus Silk was 
one of the 14. They provide a lot of design 
skills, marketing skills, branding and also 
help with business and export plans.” As a 
part of this project, San attended the New 
York Fair where she met with customers 
from around the world, including one 
from Korea who has become one of Lotus 
Silk’s largest customers. 

San also noted the role of SHEtrades, an 
online platform sponsored by the Gene-
va-based ITC that connects women entre-
preneurs from around the world to buyers, 
sellers, investors, and partners. The initia-
tive seeks to connect one million women 
entrepreneurs to global markets by 2020 
to help achieve the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals.

In Asia, ASEAN has provided assistance 

and inspiration to small busi-
nesses through workshops, a 
2017 handbook on access to fi-
nance, and a report detailing 
50 success stories of interna-
tionalization of micro, small 
and medium-sized enterpris-
es to commemorate its 50th 
anniversary. The Asia Pacific 
Economic Cooperation Fo-
rum (APEC) separately main-
tains a MSME Marketplace, 
which catalogues member 
economies’ resources to assist 
small businesses and serves 
as a portal for information for 
globally-minded companies 
in the Asia Pacific. 

Resources available at 
the country of destination

In addition to support from local 
governments and outside bodies, small 
businesses should explore resources 
available in foreign countries where they 
are looking to do business. Destination 
governments may be able to assist by 
providing access to information on trade 
and regulatory policies, and may offer soft 
landing programs or other assistance.
Helianti Hilman, Founder of JAVARA 
in Indonesia, said she was surprised to 
learn how much information and advice 
was available from certain countries in 
Europe for foreign businesses entering 
the EU market. “I was just googling 
support for small businesses exporting 

to Europe and I found out about different 
country programs. The Netherlands 
has the [Center for the Promotion of 
Imports from developing countries] CBI, 
and Switzerland has [The Swiss Import 
Promotion Program] SIPPO.”

“[European Governments] were very 
attentive to our situation. They spent time 
to nurture us so as to make a meaning 
impact at the origin,” shared Hilman, 
who attributes much of her company’s 
success in the Swiss market to the advice 
and support she received from SIPPO. 
The Swiss Government offered JAVARA 
a network of contacts, training, market 
intelligence insights and matchmaking 
services.
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European countries are not the only 
ones supporting small businesses from 
ASEAN countries. “Of course, there 
are also support [programs for small 
businesses] from the Korean government 
and Japanese government for all kinds of 
different things,” added Hilman.

Trade policies and agreements

Beyond these granular government pro-
grams, trade policies and trade agree-
ments play significant roles in leveling the 
global playing field for small businesses 
by lowering tariffs and improving access 
to new markets overseas. 
Entrepreneurs may not have the time to 
advocate for comprehensive changes to 

trade relationships, but un-
derstand the impact that bar-
riers have on their bottom 
line. 

Hilman also noted that “there 
are these particular nuts 
indigenous to Indonesia that 
I want to export to Europe, 
but there is no [Harmonized 
Tariff Schedule] code for 
the product. It’s considered 
a novelty product and can’t 
currently be exported to 
Europe.” She recognizes that 
trade advocacy could help by 
compelling the EU to classify 
the product and permit its 
entry of the product into 
Europe. 

Entrepreneurs should recognize that 
their government can help knock down 
these barriers through trade agreements 
or even through informal consultations 
with trading partners. As they encounter 
challenges trading with other countries, 
they should flag them for their government 
and ask for their assistance in fixing them.

Regional and multilateral trade deals 
can be catalysts for fixing a number of 
these problems at once for startups and 
small businesses. The recently-concluded 
Comprehensive and Progressive 
Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership 
(CPTPP) will allow companies to trade 
goods and services more seamlessly 

across borders in the Asia Pacific. As 
governments seek to expand CPTPP to 
include other countries, and to conclude 
additional trade deals such as the Regional 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership 
(RCEP), entrepreneurs should make sure 
that their trade negotiators are aware of 
the problems they face in key markets. 

Regional economic arrangements, 
such as APEC and ASEAN also play 
an important role in establishing 
harmonized frameworks that facilitate 
cross-border trade.These arrangements 
create environments that allow for goods 
and services to more easily transfer across 
member state borders to customers and 
partners. 

“In the end I want the customers to 
benefit. By lowering tariffs I think the 
end consumer will benefit,” shared Yee 
of CiCi Clothing in Myanmar. She added 
that by lowering tariffs, “we would also 
have a bigger market in the region or even 
globally.”

Improving government programs 
and policies to meet the needs of 
women entrepreneurs 

The entrepreneurs interviewed for 
this report also spoke about ways that 
governments could improve their efforts.
One of the most common frustrations the 
businesses expressed was around the lack 
of a single, well-publicized government 
touch point. As a result, entrepreneurs 
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often are not aware of the range of government programs 
and resources that exist. 

Speaking about her experience in Cambodia, San said 
“you need to network to get to know the right people” 
in government because she wasn’t able to get a good 
sense of the resources online. “It would be good to 
distribute that information better to the network of 
entrepreneurs,” echoed Hilman, based in Indonesia. 

Fernandez-Ruiz of Rags 2 Riches applauded the range 
of government programs and services available in the 
Philippines but added that, “some of these programs 
are outdated, which is understandable given the speed 
of technology.” She also noted that the programs that 
are worthwhile “are not well promoted.” 

Governments should also make sure that programs are 
properly tailored for small and early-stage companies. 
“In Singapore, we have assistance programs for SMEs to 
grow their businesses, but I think these programs...don’t 
seem to be tailored for growing SMEs,” observed Audrey 
Ng of Elly Store in Singapore. She said programs often 
assume companies assume a level of infrastructure and 
resources that small businesses don’t have yet. 

Finally, entrepreneurs emphasized the importance of 
government efforts to support access to financing for 
women entrepreneurs. 

“It’s not just permits and regulatory issues, but also 
access to finance,” said Hilman. “Aside from creating 
trade shows or funding trade fairs, governments could 
help in providing SMEs with access to purchase order 
financing and linkages to global partners who could 
include SMEs in their supply chains,” added Fernandez-
Ruiz. 

Access to financing can be especially challenging for 
women entrepreneurs. “When looking to expand to 
new markets, it is challenging to access capital through 
the banking system for women-led companies like us,” 
remarked San. “In Cambodia, to receive a loan [as a 
woman entrepreneur], you need to own property to be 
actually considered by the bank.” San added that if a 
female business owner wants to put the collateral in 
the bank, and she has a family, her husband or male 
family member needs to be a part of the process.

Takeaway for public policy 

Businesses benefit from government export promotion 
programs and trade advocacy, but many do not 
understand what resources exist or how to engage 
with officials or advisors. Women owned businesses 
especially would benefit from a “single window” to 
government programs, greater awareness of existing 
programs, and government-led efforts to improve 
access to financing, as well as from efforts to reduce 
trade barriers through new trade agreements. 
Governments should create channels to improve 
communication with small businesses, to provide 
training and advice and to solicit their input on trade 
programs and policies.
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Vietnam
Vietnam Trade and Information Portal

Myanmar
Central Department of Small and 

Medium Enterprises Development

Laos
Lao Trade Portal

Laos
Plaosme

Thailand
GlobalThailand.com

Thailand
ThaiTrade.com

Malaysia
MSE Corp Malaysia

Malaysia
Malaysia External Trade 

Development Corporation

Indonesia
Ministry of Trade

Cambodia
Federation of Associations for Small 
and Medium Enterprise in Cambodia

Singapore
Enterprise Singapore

Philippines
Bureau of Small and Medium 
Enterprise Development(FASMEC)

Brunei
Darussalam Enterprise

GOVERNMENT PROGRAMS SUPPORTING SMEs IN ASEAN
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Support Non-Discriminatory Access 
to Technology

Business and consumers benefit from 
being able to choose from different 
e-commerce marketplaces, platforms and 
service offerings. Small businesses also rely 
heavily on search and social media tools 
to gain visibility globally and to build and 
engage communities around the products, 
services and causes.  

Businesses of all types and sizes benefit 
from global cloud-based services and 
productivity tools to operate their 
businesses and connect with customers, 
clients and suppliers worldwide.  
Governments should ensure the availability 
of digital tools, services and technologies 
on a non-discriminatory basis to local 
businesses through enabling trade and 
regulatory policies.

Support Access to Global Payments 
& Regional Interoperability

Small businesses and startups benefit 
from access to a variety of global financial 
services products and digital payment 
solutions, which help them succeed in 

cross-border e-commerce. 

Government policies should encourage 
the availability of global financial services 
technologies on a nondiscriminatory basis. 
ASEAN should serve as a forum to support 
reigon wide interoperability of payment 
services to support the expansion of small 
businesses to regional markets. 

Simplify Customs Procedures

Businesses find different customs rules 
complex to navigate, which inhibits them 
from serving customers in ASEAN and 
around the world. 

Governments should further simplify 
customs procedures, documentation, 
taxation and returns for low-value 
shipments to support the growth of 
e-commerce. This should include promoting 
transparency of duties and taxes across the 
ASEAN region and improving access to 
customs information to help businesses 
determine full-landed costs and, in turn, 
provide predictability to consumers.
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Seek Transparency to Support 
Regulatory Compliance in Foreign 
markets

Entrepreneurs prioritize understanding 
and abiding by regulations in the markets 
in which they operate but can be frustrated 
by the lack of availability of accurate, easily-
accessible, up-to-date regulations. 

Governments should adopt best practices to 
improve transparency for small businesses 
by creating a “one stop shop” for interfacing 
with governments about their policies, 
regulations and programs, publishing laws 
and regulations electronically in english, 
allowing notice and comment, and making 
trade and e-commerce data publicly 
available through an API to encourage 
“RegTech” innovation by third party 
developers to assist compliance. Better 
education on the value of early attention 
to regulatory compliance, using ASEAN as 
a forum, would also help small businesses 
avoid costly mistakes and help set them up 
for global success.

Adopt Best Practices, Programs and 
Policies

Businesses benefit from government 
export promotion programs and trade 
advocacy, but many do not understand 
what resources exist or how to engage 
with officials or advisors. Women owned 
businesses especially would benefit from a 
“single window” to government programs, 
greater awareness of existing programs, 
and government-led efforts to improve 
access to financing, as well as from efforts 
to reduce trade barriers through new trade 
agreements. 

Governments should create channels 
to improve communication with small 
businesses, to provide training and advice 
and to solicit their input on trade programs 
and policies.
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