
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Women’s Empowerment through Economic Inclusion 
 

Ecosystem Research Report 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Award No. SLMAQM20CA2182 
 
Final Version Submitted on September 10, 2021 
 



1 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Table of Contents 
 
 
Executive Summary ................................................................................................................................................. 1 

Regional Trends .................................................................................................................. 1 

Challenges .......................................................................................................................... 1 

Opportunities ...................................................................................................................... 2 

Overview .................................................................................................................................................................... 3 

Research and Methodology ................................................................................................. 3 

Data Visualization ................................................................................................................ 3 

Key Findings: Women-Owned Businesses ....................................................................................................... 4 

Human Capital Limitations .................................................................................................. 4 

Social Capital (Network) Limitations .................................................................................... 5 

Financial Limitations ............................................................................................................ 5 

Institutional Barriers ............................................................................................................ 6 

Key Findings: Corporate Buyers .......................................................................................................................... 8 

Human Limitations .............................................................................................................. 8 

Financial Limitations ............................................................................................................ 8 

Country Profile: Bangladesh ............................................................................................................................... 10 

Supplier Survey Findings ..................................................................................................................................... 12 

Buyer Survey Findings .......................................................................................................................................... 13 

Opportunities ............................................................................................................................14 

Country Profile: Maldives .................................................................................................................................... 17 

Supplier Survey Findings ..................................................................................................................................... 18 

Buyer Survey Findings .......................................................................................................................................... 19 



2 

 

Opportunities ......................................................................................................................................................... 19 

Country Profile: India ........................................................................................................................................... 22 

Supplier Survey Findings ..................................................................................................................................... 24 

Buyer Survey Findings .......................................................................................................................................... 25 

Country Profile: Sri Lanka .................................................................................................................................... 28 

Supplier Survey Findings ..................................................................................................................................... 29 

Buyer Survey Findings .......................................................................................................................................... 30 

Opportunities ......................................................................................................................................................... 31 

Appendix .................................................................................................................................................................. 34 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



Women’s Empowerment through Economic Inclusion- Ecosystem Research Report                                                      1 

 

Executive Summary 
 
The Ecosystem Research Report conducted 
by WEConnect International provides an 
assessment of the current situation of women-
owned businesses (WOBs) in Bangladesh, 
Maldives, India, and Sri Lanka. Intending to 
explain why so few WOBs win procurement 
contracts from corporate 
buyers, WEConnect International surveyed 399 
women-owned, small and medium enterprises 
(SMEs) and 199 large corporate buyers across a 
variety of industries. Supplemented by literature 
reviews and focus group discussions, the 
research explores the needs and constraints of 
WOBs; the attitudes, views, and policies of 
corporate buyers; current legal frameworks; and 
local market opportunities to understand ways in 
which better and more permanent linkages 
could be made between corporate buyers and 
WOBs across South Asia.  

Regional Trends 

 
In South Asia, the women’s labor force 
participation rate is among the lowest in the 
world. In 2013, only 15.8% of full-time workers in 
Bangladesh were female, and only 12.7% of all 
firms had female participation in business 
ownership. Overall participation had risen to just 
36.7% by 2019. In Maldives, women represent 
only 10% of even the leading industry, tourism. 
lthough India is the second most populous 
country in the world, it ranks 49 of the 58 
countries surveyed in the 2020 Mastercard Index 
of Women Entrepreneurs, with only 13.76% of 
total entrepreneurs being women. In Sri 
Lanka, many women start businesses to  

supplement family income, educate children, 
minimize dependency, and aid upward mobility. 
However, the country has faced numerous 
challenges while attempting to transition to a 
high-income country, inhibiting the 
advancement of women’s entrepreneurship.  
 
All four countries’ governments recognize and 
are committed to developing the potential of 
SMEs. According to the Asian Development 
Bank, 99% of the 7.81 million economic 
entities in Bangladesh are SMEs. The 
government of Bangladesh has recognized SMEs 
as instrumental to both economic growth and 
poverty alleviation. It has emphasized SME 
development in its policies and development 
plans as a driver of balanced and sustainable 
industrial development and as a method 
confronting the challenges of globalization and 
a free-market economy. Maldives and India have 
established similar efforts to create a more 
resilient and diversified economy with SMEs 
through their Strategic Action Plan and Public 
Procurement Policy. Research from Sri Lanka 
showed women SMEs face more institutional 
and cultural barriers than men, needing to 
conform to gendered roles that impede mobility. 
While buyers are interested in procuring a wide 
range of products and services, WOBs are often 
confined to gender-typical industries like textiles 
and food processing. 

Challenges 

 
WOBs around the world face many 
challenges. Of the WOBs surveyed in 
Bangladesh, 27% claimed that it is difficult to 
communicate the value of their products or 
services to potential buyers because they are 
given a lower priority relative to larger suppliers, 
even with the capacity to deliver. Moreover, 48% 
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of respondents indicated the lack of connections 
to procurement and corporate buyers as a 
significant challenge. In Maldives, 9% of WOBs 
reported having a business association with a 
producer group, chamber of commerce, or 
business network, whereas in Sri Lanka, this 
figure stood at 61% of WOBs. Further research 
showed that a lack of trust in such networks and 
a feeling of not receiving equal opportunities to 
showcase their products also limited the 
respondents’ reach. In India, there are very few 
networks that actively provide platforms or 
programs that connect women entrepreneurs to 
business activities. 
 
Of the corporate buyer respondents in 
Bangladesh, 52% do not source from WOBs, 
29% do not procure from WOBs, and 19% do 
not know if their corporation procures from 
WOBs. Yet, 53% of buyers in Maldives, 50% of 
buyers in India, and 82% of buyers in Sri Lanka 
claimed to procure from WOBs. Rather than 
reflecting prejudice against WOBs, this 
demonstrates a lack of awareness of the 
existence of WOBs that offer needed products 
and services. To mitigate this issue, WOBs need 
to make themselves known to buyers by 
registering as potential suppliers, bidding for 
Requests for Proposals (RFP) and Requests 
for Quotations (RFQ) and building strong 
relationships with decision-makers for their 
product categories.  

Opportunities 
 
Interviews with buyers from Bangladesh revealed 
that the key barrier preventing corporations 
from purchasing from WOBs was a lack of 
knowledge on how to find them. With more 
readily available and easily accessible knowledge 
on WOBs, buyers would likely procure more 

often from them. In Maldives, most buyers 
shared a positive outlook regarding sourcing 
from WOBs, with 53% interested in 
understanding the business case for gender-
inclusive sourcing. In India, most corporate 
buyers did not know how to implement gender-
inclusive sourcing even though they understood 
the concept, with 77% wanting to attend training 
on it. Respondents from Sri Lanka shared that 
gender-inclusive sourcing was overall a concept 
they wanted to engage in, discuss, and then 
apply to their value chains. 
 
Thus, the need and desire to learn is 
clear, but buyers need a push to start. Buyers 
believe that substantial investment is required 
for changing internal and external systems to 
become more WOB-friendly. Many buyers 
surveyed also indicated that government 
incentives to buy from WOBs were critical to 
drive gender-inclusive procurement. Regardless, 
the benefits of diverse sourcing are 
unmistakable: in India alone, advancing women’s 
equality is expected to boost GDP by USD 770 
billion by 2025. Since women only contribute 
18% of India’s GDP, one of the lowest 
proportions in the world, it is 
essential to eliminate gender disparities and 
capitalize on the economic opportunities.  
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Overview 
The following report provides a summary of the 
ecosystem research conducted by WEConnect 
International on the current situation of women-
owned businesses (WOBs) in the four South 
Asian countries of Bangladesh, Maldives, India, 
and Sri Lanka. The purpose of the research is to 
understand ways in which better and more 
permanent linkages could be made between 
corporate buyers and women-owned and -led 
small and medium enterprises across South Asia 
and between South Asia and global markets. 

Research and Methodology 
 
A survey was conducted by WEConnect 
International in Bangladesh, Maldives, India, and 
Sri Lanka to answer the following question: “Why 
are so few WOBs winning procurement contracts 
from corporate buyers?” WEConnect 
International conducted the survey, targeting 
WOBs and corporate buyers: 399 women-owned 
SMEs (292 micro, 72 small, and 35 medium) and 
199 large corporate buyers participated in the 
survey from various industries including 
technology, health care, textiles, agriculture, 
manufacturing, arts/entertainment, e-commerce, 
automobiles, gem and jewelry, jute and leather, 
travel and leisure, retail, and education and 
training.    
 
Survey findings were supplemented by literature 
reviews and a focused group discussion with 
industry associations. The Country Profile section 
of the report provides insights into WOBs in a 
local context and helps explain why only a 
limited number of WOBs are able to secure large 
or continuous procurement contracts from 
corporate buyers. The research and literature 
reviews also examined the needs and constraints 

of WOBs and the attitudes, views, and policies of 
corporate buyers, current legal frameworks, and 
local market opportunities. The report’s findings 
call for the development of consistent and 
sustainable opportunities for WOBs to conduct 
business with corporate buyers and are 
presented in relation to the following topics: 

● Economic opportunities, laws, policies, 
and issues affecting WOBs 

● Buyer behaviors and attitudes and value 
chain diversity standards and principles 

● Government and non-governmental 
support available for WOBs 

● Corporate buyer challenges regarding 
gender-inclusive sourcing 

● Challenges experienced by WOBs 
● Opportunities for WOBs to access 

corporate value chains 
 

Data Visualization 
 
Data visualization products have been used 
throughout this report to both outline and distill 
the core findings. The Appendix summarizes 
indexes, numbers, and trends analyzed in the 
Country Profiles to provide a digestible, at-a-
glance overview of the analysis.  
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Key Findings: Women-
Owned Businesses 
 
The survey findings across the four countries 
studied in the report are categorized under the 
following four categories: 1) human capital; 2) 
social capital or network limitations; 3) financial 
access limitations; 4) policy and legal limitations, 
such as cumbersome laws, regulations, and 
procedures. The summary below reflects the 
challenges that WOBs face in each country.  

Human Capital Limitations 
 
In the four countries in question, human capacity 
challenges included a lack of access to formal 
education and entrepreneurial skills training, 
WOB’s inability to clearly articulate needs and 
services, a lack of confidence, internal 
operations, and a limited understanding of 
market forces. These limitations directly affect 
the way a business is started, managed, and 
expanded. The core business skills affected 
include business negotiation, bargaining, 
capacity to market products and services, and 
executive capacity to operate a company. 
 
As illustrated in each country’s survey findings, 
women often start a business out of necessity 
rather than aspiration. Furthermore, South Asian 
nations have among the lowest financial literacy 
rates in the world1 as per Standard & Poor’s 
Ratings Services Global Financial Literacy 
Survey,2 only 30% of women are financially 
literate compared with 35% of men. Disparities 
in financial knowledge are largely due to a lower 

 
1 Financial Literacy in Asia: A Scoping Review. 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/346611442_Financi
al_Literacy_in_Asia_A_Scoping_Review 

priority of education for women and low-income 
status. This financial illiteracy problem is 
widespread in the South Aisa region, which 
exacerbates women’s ability to successfully grow 
their businesses. This leads to a situation, 
exemplified in the Country Profile section, 
whereby, as in India, many of the business 
functions, such as financial and administrative 
management, are led by men, even when 
women are the legal business owners. 
 
The lack of knowledge and skills needed to start 
and manage a business also results in the 
concentration of WOBs in crowded, minimally 
productive sectors, unable to compete on price 
in many industries, such as retail products, food 
processing, fashion goods, arts and crafts, 
garden plants, spices, linen goods, coir products, 
bags, human resources (HR), and training and 
travel services. 
 
The inability of many WOBs to articulate their 
unique selling propositions and differentiate 
themselves from competitors also puts them in 
fierce competition with their male counterparts 
for large corporate contracts in sunrise 
industries, such as the green economy, or STEM-
intensive industries that have higher margins, 
greater opportunities for business growth, and 
overall higher returns.  
 
The Sri Lanka report illustrates how WOBs 
struggle to provide accurate and relevant 
information to corporate buyers, impeding their 
ability to pursue contracts from larger 
corporations. The language barrier compounds 
this situation, as the same report illustrates that 
many multinational buyers prefer English as the 
working language, while WOBs opt for their 

2 Standard & Poor's Ratings Services Global Financial Literacy 
Survey. https://gflec.org/initiatives/sp-global-finlit-survey 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/346611442_Financial_Literacy_in_Asia_A_Scoping_Review
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/346611442_Financial_Literacy_in_Asia_A_Scoping_Review
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native languages. Language and communication 
issues, coupled with low confidence, further lead 
to a poor understanding of corporate buyer 
requirements, expected quality standards, and 
the procurement processes required to become 
a supplier and address issues that may hamper 
the supplier selection process. 

Social Capital (Network) 
Limitations 
 
Women’s access to business networks lags 
men’s in almost all parts of the world. This is 
especially the case in South Asia, where social 
and cultural barriers continue to keep men’s and 
women’s affairs separate. 
 
Networks operate on trust and a vision to propel 
people forward. Thus, limited professional 
networks negatively affect women 
entrepreneurs’ working contacts and awareness 
of business opportunities and market 
information. This lack of business networks has a 
direct, adverse impact on WOBs’ income. In 
Bangladesh, networking is a requirement in the 
sourcing departments since “middle men” 
facilitate the contracting process. In Sri Lanka, it 
is common for women to share business 
ownership with spouses, or male family 
members,3 creating a small, closed circle. As 
mentioned earlier, often, these businesses are 
livelihood based and are established to 
supplement income, not with a view to 
expansion. Therefore, WOBs also do not seek 
social and business networks that enable them 
to scale up their businesses, nor do most believe 
they have the financial or social standing to join 
large business networks, and the concept of 

 
3 IPID. (2019) Gender Analysis women in the SME sector. 
Colombo: Chrysalis 

having a mentor or business coach is also new 
for South Asian businesses. 
 
Issues such as discrimination from male 
customers or business partners and sexual 
harassment also inhibit a woman’s ability to 
access and maintain professional networks. 
Although more women-only business networks 
are emerging across these nations, their reach is 
small and their capacities are more limited than 
the established and influential male networking 
groups, further confining women to low-profit, 
low-productivity sectors, rather than enabling 
WOBs to enter more profitable male-dominated 
areas of business. 

Financial Limitations 
 
Women are at a disadvantage when accessing 
the full range of debt and equity alternatives 
required to set up and grow a business. For 
example, while nearly all Sri Lankan banks have 
credit and loan schemes that promote WOBs, 
existing regulations make it difficult for women 
to access these schemes. Male guarantors are 
often required as part of the application 
processes, and burdensome collateral 
requirements make it impossible for women who 
do not own physical assets to qualify for loans. 
Reports on all four countries illustrate the loan 
facilities and other financial support programs 
(public and private) that are available to WOBs; 
however, the ground reality limits their access. 
Most resources are not sufficiently publicized to 
their target audience and are often used 
primarily as public relations fodder for the 
government or lending organizations. 
Additionally, implementation deficiencies make 
it difficult for benefits to reach the intended 
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group as the front-line workers tasked with 
rolling out these programs are often not 
properly educated on their benefits and 
frequently do not offer their clients to these 
facilities. Furthermore, the adverse publicity 
garnered from loan schemes that continue to 
target women and provide them with stringent 
regulations and higher interest rates still lingers 
in the collective conscience, casting suspicion on 
new schemes. 
 
Women’s lack of working capital and liquidity 
restricts their ability to supply large corporations. 
For example, supermarkets or retail chains 
purchase products on credit with an average 
credit recovery period of 45-90 days. These 
policies present an immense challenge to WOBs 
not large enough to withstand credit terms, 
which, in turn, creates major challenges for cash-
strapped WOBs to maintain production, 
distribution, and other day-to-day operations.  
 
Certifications and standardizations are costly and 
time-consuming. However, certifications are 
imperative to scale up, add value, or reach an 
export audience with credibility. These issues 
become increasingly challenging when 
businesses are growing and WOBs are forced to 
choose between scaling up or maintaining their 
current cash flow. Many maintain a smaller 
presence because of the total costs associated 
with scaling and the lack of guidance and/or 
coaching that could enable them to envision 
future development of their businesses if these 
quality and process standards were met.  

Institutional Barriers 
In Bangladesh, excessive bureaucratic 
regulations mean additional costs and lengthy 

 
4 Transparency International India. “The Gender Dimension 
of Corruption,” May 2019, https://transparencyindia.org/wp-

processing times. Research suggests that men 
are generally seen as the heads of household 
and, therefore, the legal owners of all 
matrimonial property. These types of 
discriminatory social norms, unfair legal 
precedents, and lack of access further 
disenfranchise WOBs and continue to inhibit 
women’s participation in the economy. 
 
Female owners and managers are further 
disproportionately confronted with corruption in 
countries where the legal framework does not 
favor or outright discriminates against women. 
In these situations, WOBs are more likely to 
receive requests for bribes and facilitation 
payments or face the threat of numerous 
procedural obstacles, such as to obtain 
operating licenses, especially during export and 
customs procedures. A 2019 report by 
Transparency International India states that 
“women are subjected to monetary bribes or 
solicited for sexual favours in exchange for 
employment or operating a business, hindering 
their ability to earn income and/or sustain their 
businesses.”4 These practices reinforce the 
importance of addressing corruption through a 
gender lens by providing safe and inclusive 
environments that are transparent and 
accountable, while at the same time leveraging 
women as agents of change. 

The Indian government has provided for support 
measures through legislation to create an 
enabling environment to enhance women’s self-
confidence and autonomy and to enable them 
to engage more fully in the nation’s social, 
political, and economic life. A National Policy for 
the Empowerment of Women, aiming to bring 
about advancement, development, and 
empowerment of women in all walks of life, has 

content/uploads/2019/05/Report-on-The-Gender-
Dimension-of-Corruption.pdf. 
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been formulated.5 The government has launched 
a gender budgeting6 exercise to assess the 
impact and outcome of spending on women. 
Gender Budget Cells have also been set up in 
nine departments/ministries, namely, Health, 
Family Welfare, Elementary Education and 
Literacy, Labour and Employment, Rural 
Development, Social Justice and Empowerment, 
Tribal Affairs, Urban Employment and Poverty 
Alleviation and Small-Scale Industries.  

Yet, the reality on the ground is far different for 
three main reasons: awareness, implementation, 
and acceptance. The inter-linkage of social, 
economic, and political factors is critical to 
designing appropriate measures that will meet 
the needs of these women. Centuries-old social 
and cultural barriers have been the underlying 
causes of the lack of participation of women in 
corridors of power—whether political or 
economic.7  

In a land-strapped country like Maldives, 
ownership of private property is a major issue as 
the nation is governed by Sharia law, which 
dictates male heirs inherit twice the share of 
female heirs. This law results in very low property 
ownership by women, limiting assets and 
increasing their financial dependence.8 Arable 
land on the islands is mainly leased by Island 
Councils for specific periods. While there are no 
legislative barriers to women’s employment 
opportunities, social norms and traditional 

 
5 Government of India, Ministry of Women and  Child 
Development, “National Policy for Women 2016: Articulating 
a Vision for Empowerment of Women,” May 2016,  
6 Government of India, Ministry of Women and Child 
Development, “Gender Budgeting,” May 2016, 
https://wcd.nic.in/gender-budgeting. 
7 International Labour Organization, “Women in business and 
management: gaining momentum,” 2015 Abr. ed. 
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---
dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_334882.pdf 
8 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 
Social Institutions Gender Index, 2019, 

practices often act as obstacles to women’s 
participation in reality. Similarly, while the 
constitution guarantees equal access for women 
and men to the rights and freedoms provided by 
it, and the civil laws in Maldives are relatively 
gender equitable in the public sphere, the 
Maldivian constitution and laws are also 
governed by Sharia law. This creates a gap 
whereby the gender-egalitarian aims of the legal 
system have sometimes been undermined in the 
private sphere.9  
 
Regarding property and inheritance, which has a 
direct effect on women’s emancipation, although 
the Maldivian legal system provides equal 
distribution in state-owned land inheritance, 
Sharia law still governs private property 
inheritance customs. For instance, according to a 
2014 report by the Asian Development Bank, 
under Sharia law, “the rules of inheritance tend 
to favor sons, as men are assumed to be the 
economic providers, while women are assumed 
to have a male supporter all throughout their 
lives.”10 Social norms and legislations that 
support these ideologies lead to a “low level of 
ownership of economic and productive assets 
such as land for women.”  
 
These types of unequal inheritance rights and 
processes severely restrict a woman’s ability to 
grow a business as fixed assets are the most 
accepted form of collateral for commercial loans. 
 

https://www.genderindex.org/wp-
content/uploads/files/datasheets/2019/MV.pdf 
9 El-Horr, Jana, and Rohini Prabha Pande.  2016.  
Understanding Gender in Maldives:  Toward Inclusive 
Development.  Directions in Development.  Washington, DC: 
World Bank.  doi:  10.1596/978-1-4648-0868-5.  License:  
Creative Commons  Attribution CC BY 3.0 IGO  
10 Asian Development Bank. Maldives: Gender equality 
diagnostic of selected sectors, Mandaluyong city, Philippines:  
Asian Development Bank, 2014, 
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/institutional-
document/149329/maldives-gender-equality.pdf 
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The Ecosystem Research Report revealed that in 
Sri Lanka, WOBs were not recognized as a 
specific entity by corporate buyers, nor did any 
corporate websites specifically indicate that they 
source from such businesses. The corporate 
buyers who practiced sourcing from WOBs 
tended to be women-led platforms themselves, 
illustrating the limited spaces available for WOBs 
to succeed. Furthermore, only three corporations 
cited having included “diversity” in their 
operations, in relation to policy, accountability, 
activities, performance, and disclosure, and only 
one buyer clearly understood the concept of 
supplier diversity. All these realities result in 
buyers adopting gender-neutral business 
practices that disproportionately favor men and 
put women at a disadvantage. 

Key Findings: Corporate 
Buyers  
 
The survey findings for corporate buyers across 
the four nations run along similar lines to those 
for the WOBs. The following content summarizes 
general themes under the categories: human 
limitations, financial limitations, and institutional 
limitations. From a corporate buyer’s standpoint, 
the last two categories relate to credit and 
procurement processes and policies already 
established by the business that either hinder or 
promote working with WOBs. 

Human Limitations 
 
A running theme in the country surveys is 
buyers’ limited understanding of WOBs and the 
issues they face. Buyers confront many 
challenges as they navigate corporate practices, 
implementing gender-inclusive sourcing, and 

identifying how gender-specific policies can 
positively affect corporations, WOBs, and 
communities. Buyers are also unaware of how 
their gender-neutral processes disadvantage 
WOBs or the benefits of innovation and cost 
efficiencies that come from diversified value 
chains. Although many buyers are unaware of 
these issues, there is a clear sign that they are 
willing to learn and explore new methods. 
 
Practical issues raised are the opaque definitions 
associated with identifying a WOB. In many of 
the nations, the formal definition does not allow 
for a clear demarcation of WOBs and, therefore, 
corporate entities have difficulties verifying 
buyers as WOBs. In addition, for many corporate 
buyers, gender-inclusive sourcing is a new 
concept and requires an incentive (such as a 
client request) to get it up and running.  
 
A disconnect between the business language of 
the buyers and WOBs is a concern. Corporate 
buyers prefer English as a method of 
communication and will likely provide all their 
requirements and forms in their preferred 
language. However, the majority of the micro, 
small, and medium businesses outside of urban 
areas, including ones that are owned by WOBs, 
prefer their local languages and are often at a 
disadvantage when filling out forms for 
contracts, extolling the supplier USPs, or during 
negotiations. One option is for companies to 
have these forms and procedures translated to 
the local languages (also given that many 
nations have multilingual policies in their 
constitutions) to enable better information 
dissemination and clarity. 

Financial Limitations 
Buyers are tied to corporate credit policies that 
are often at odds with the needs of WOBs, which 
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are smaller and unable to withstand the 
pressures of longer-term credit recovery. These 
policies and practices need to be addressed at 
the C-suite levels of the corporation if changes 
are to be made. Once a buyer sets up a supplier, 
the payment processes are handled by 
accounting personnel. An understanding of the 
negative effects of a long-term credit crunch for 
WOBs may help buyers offer more flexible 
payment terms. 
 

Institutional Limitations 
 
The majority of corporate buyers did not have 
policies or practices in place to source from 
WOBs. In India, none of the corporate buyers 
interviewed had a formal or specific policy to 
source or procure from WOBs. In Sri Lanka, one 
institution rolled out a one-time effort to engage 
female suppliers. If no supplier diversity and 
inclusion policies are put in place at the 
corporate level, supply chain diversification 
becomes non-existent, and tracking 
procurements specifically from WOBs becomes 
impossible. 
 
The lack of data on WOBs, their contribution to 
the economy, and their potential to reduce the 
wealth gap impedes the corporate sensitization 
process. As corporations are profit-centric 
entities, they need reliable numbers if policies 
and procedures are to be changed to introduce 
supply chain diversification processes at scale. 
 
Although many buyers indicated product/service 
quality to be a key determinant in the selection 
of suppliers, they could not effectively pinpoint if 
WOBs were lacking in this area, providing a 
glimpse into the prevalent, but unfounded, 
assumption of inferior products from WOBs.  
 

Communications challenges also exacerbate this 
situation, as female owners and managers do 
not adequately explain the benefits of picking 
them over their male competitors. Scaling of 
production, standardization, and certifications 
are real concerns for buyers who seek long-term 
engagements. The inability of WOBs to satisfy 
these concerns is a major obstacle in obtaining 
large contracts or special access to compete for 
contracts. Niche products work in small-scale 
retail, but at a larger scale, standardization and 
best practices need to be put in place to 
produce the quantities required at standardized 
levels, ensuring the reliable availability of quality 
products 

 
Country Profiles 
 
The Country Profiles that follow outline market 
access conditions for WOBs in each country. 
While the research results presented in this 
summary report are not exhaustive, they provide 
a comparative overview and analysis of the 
landscape for local women-owned businesses 
seeking access to markets. 
 
 
 

  



Women’s Empowerment through Economic Inclusion- Ecosystem Research Report                                                      10 

 

Country Profile: 
Bangladesh 
 
Bangladesh, a country of 165 million people, 
nestled between India, Myanmar, and China, has 
been growing as a star economic performer in 
the region. It aims to become the next Asian 
Tiger, with a steady GDP growth rate, booming 
business climate, and developing consumer 
class. Over the past decade, the economy has 
continued to grow by maintaining an annual 
average GDP growth rate of over 6%.11 
Bangladesh recorded an annual GDP growth rate 
of 8.153% in 2019.12 In South Asia, the women’s 
labor force participation rate is among the 
lowest in the world. This is also true of 
Bangladesh, where in 2019, 36.7% of women 
participate in the labor force13 and in 2013, 
15.8% of full-time workers were female and only 
12.7% of all firms had female participation in 
business ownership.14 Bangladesh has been 
enjoying demographic dividends over the past 
decade, with 60% of the population remaining 
below the age of 30. Each year, 2.2 million 
people have entered the labor market, 
contributing to large-scale unemployment. 
Although the official unemployment level is 
below 7%, unofficial figures are higher, at 
around 20%. According to a study by the 
Economist Intelligence Unit in 2014, graduate 
unemployment in Bangladesh was estimated to 
be around 47%. A skill gap among job seekers 
and a lack of adequate jobs have contributed to 
the large gap between supply and demand. To 

 
11 International Monetary Fund Data Mapper, 
https://www.imf.org/external/datamapper/NGDP_RPCH@WE
O/OEMDC/ADVEC/WEOWORLD/BGD. 
12 The World Bank DataBank, 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?e
nd=2020&locations=BD&start=1980. 

fully benefit from this young population, it is 
imperative to promote business 
entrepreneurship as a realistic means of gainful 
employment and economic mobility. The 
proliferation of SMEs will pay dividends to the 
community in the form of jobs for capable 
young talent and homegrown, innovative 
products and services. With 165 million people 
concentrated in a country of 148,000 square 
kilometers, there is a strong “density dividend” 
enjoyed by businesses, making it easier to 
market to consumers at a lower cost per person. 
 
Small and Medium Enterprise Sector 
(SMEs) 
 
According to the Asian Development Bank, 
among the 7.81 million economic entities in 
Bangladesh, 99% of formal business enterprises 
are SMEs. SMEs make up 75% of non-
agricultural employment and contribute around 
25% to the national GDP. According to the 2013 
Bangladesh Economic Census, only 7.21% of the 
cottage, micro, small, and medium enterprises 
are women-owned, and women account for only 
17% of individuals employed by them. 
 

National Policy for SMEs 
 
The Bangladeshi Government has recognized 
SMEs as instrumental to economic growth and 
poverty alleviation. To help SMEs succeed, the 
government still needs to remove policy 
obstacles, address market failures, and support 
the promotional and capacity needs of SMEs. 
The government’s Industrial Policy (2005) places 

13 The World Bank DataBank, 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?e
nd=2020&locations=BD&start=1980. 
14 World Bank Enterprise Survey 2013. 
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special emphasis on developing SMEs as a thrust 
sector for balanced and sustainable industrial 
development and to help confront the 
challenges of a free-market economy and 
globalization. SME policy strategies have also 
been formulated to support the goals and 
targets of the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs).15 As part of SME’s advocacy 
efforts, the Industrial Policy (2010) included 
provisions ensuring that WOBs have access to 
land and finance in the Export Processing Zones, 
a reservation of 15% of total SME lending for 
WOBs, and the inclusion of representatives from 
the Women Entrepreneurs Association (WEA) in 
the National Council for Industrial 
Development.16 The National Action Plan (NAP) 
of the Implementation of the National Women 
Development Policy (2011) commits to equal 
rights, economic self-reliance, and broad-based 
participation in political, social, civil, economic, 
and sociocultural spheres. The formulation of a 
separate Ministry on Women’s and Children 
Affairs, the formulation of the National Policy for 
the Advancement of Women (2008), the 
preparation of National Women’s Development 
Plans, and the emphasis on women’s 
entrepreneurship development as a priority in 
the SME Strategy and Policy in 2005 are notable 
examples of the government’s commitment to 
women’s empowerment. 
 
Key Characteristics of WOBs 
 
Bangladeshi WOBs face significant challenges in 
starting and running businesses, as exemplified 
by the country’s profile in the annual “Ease of 
Doing Business Study,” published by the World 
Bank. Businesses face many challenges, including 
delays in starting businesses, infrastructural 

 
15 Women-Owned Businesses in SMEs: Bangladesh 
Perspective, Small & Medium Enterprise Foundation (SMEF). 

deficiencies—such as the lack of adequate port 
facilities and inadequate utility connections—
and protecting minority investors. Ultimately, 
inefficiencies in the business sector have 
contributed to lower country rankings for 
Bangladesh. Roughly 85% of the WOBs 
interviewed were part of a business support 
organization or association. Associations and 
partners help geographically distributed WOBs 
to connect and move forward together. To 
ensure fair competition, the government has 
undertaken different initiatives through 
government entities like the SME Foundation 
and Bangladesh Bank (the central bank). The 
central bank has mandated BDT 16,570 million 
(USD 199.5 million) in 2017-18 for female WOBs, 
with up to BDT 2.5 million (USD 30,000) to be 
disbursed to each borrower without collateral. 
The fund would be disbursed under a 
refinancing scheme through different private 
and state-owned commercial banks. The SME 
Foundation has been offering various training 
opportunities to WOBs and is trying to connect 
some of them with potential buyers. Since the 
total number of WOBs is small, most business 
chambers in Bangladesh have minimal female 
representation. As a result, several women’s 
business chambers have been formed to 
connect and share the voice of WOBs with 
policymakers and other key stakeholders. 

16 Women’s Entrepreneurship Development in the SMEs in 
Bangladesh Prospects Realities and Policies, Small & Medium 
Enterprise Foundation (SMEF)  
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Supplier Survey 
Findings 

Sixty SMEs responded to the survey, of which 
67% are sole-proprietorships, 18% are 
partnerships, and 7% are corporations.  
 
Results were further supplemented by the 2016  
“Study on Mapping the Market Potential and 
Accelerating Finance for Women Entrepreneurs 
in Bangladesh 2016” by the International Finance 
Corporation (IFC). 

 

Human Limitations 

● Male partners were observed to assist 
women in managing the financial 
aspects of the business. 

 
● A few of the businesses surveyed were 

high revenue-generating enterprises in 
the information and communication 
technology (ICT) sector, one of which 
was working with the government to 
build the country’s first e-procurement 
platform and services. Other sectors of 
businesses surveyed included 
agriculture-processing, food and 
beverage, water treatment solutions, 
mushroom/seaweed/coral farming, 
dying and printing electrical goods, and 
boutiques. Although agriculture is one 
of the largest contributors to the GDP of 
Bangladesh, the survey included few 
WOBs in agriculture. This could be 
attributed to the fact that while women 
are very engaged in farm labor, they 
rarely own the land and, therefore, the 

business. 
 

● 27% of the WOBs said that they struggle 
to communicate the value of their 
products/services to potential buyers 
because they are given a lower priority 
relative to larger suppliers, even if they 
have the capacity to deliver orders. 

. 
Social Capital (Network) Limitations 

● No information about contracts held 
with major buyers was sought during 
the research. However, 48% of 
respondents indicated the lack of 
connections to procurement and 
corporate buyers is a major challenge. 
Networking within the sourcing 
departments of large corporations can 
be more complex, and there are often 
third-party primes that contract directly 
with large corporations that act as the 
middlemen for WOBs. 

 
Financial Limitations 
 

• The majority of women entrepreneurs 
(87.9%) identified lack of capital as the 
biggest impediment to running their 
businesses, and this includes capital 
from earned income. Among other 
problems were lack of forward linkage 
support (21.3%), inadequate raw 
materials (20.4%), lack of access to 
skilled workers (14.2%), lack of 
experience (9%), absence of training 
(8.7%), and lack of skills in accounts and 
business management (2.5%). In terms 
of capacity building, most of the 
respondents said that they had received 
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some training before starting their 
business (53.7%). 

 
● Consistent with the preliminary research, 

access to finance, including earned 
income, has been identified as a key 
barrier by almost all WOBs. While this 
result is expected and is seen in most 
SME literature, the interviews revealed 
that revenue growth through sales is a 
key criterion used by SME banks to 
determine loan eligibility for WOBs. 
Many of the WOBs also said that they 
would benefit from greater market 
information, exposure to corporate 
buyers, and training programs that 
incorporate education about product 
quality development, packaging, and 
innovation. Another key finding was that 
many of the daughters and wives of 
first-generation entrepreneurs can now 
inherit businesses with tremendous 
potential for growth. 

Buyer Survey Findings 
 
Thirty-eight corporate buyers responded to the 
survey. 
 

Human Limitation 
 

• Of the respondents, 52% said they do 
not source from WOBs, 29% said they 
do procure from WOBs, while 19% said 
they do not know if their corporation 
procures from WOBs. This does not 
reflect prejudice against WOBs, but 
rather a lack of awareness of the 
existence of WOBs that offer the types 
of products and services they require. 

One company stood out as having a 
larger-than-average supplier base of 
cottage-size WOBs supplying its 
agricultural sector. 

 
● One major issue that is evident from the 

in-depth interviews is that buyers do not 
know if WOBs exist in their pool of 
potential suppliers. To make themselves 
known to buyers, WOBs need to register 
as a potential supplier, aggressively bid 
for Requests for Proposals (RFP) and 
Requests for Quotations (RFQ), and 
build strong relationships with decision 
makers for their product category. 
Additionally, even if a corporation is 
highly interested in inclusive sourcing, it 
is difficult for them to identify viable 
WOBs from existing association 
directories if the member data is 
incomplete. 

 
● Interestingly, corporations believe WOBs 

would be competitive in the market if 
they produced handicrafts. It is possible 
that some of these products are also 
seen as corporate branding, gift and 
souvenir items, and other office supplies. 
It is not clear if this is based on demand 
for these products or a generalized 
assumption about what women in 
Bangladesh can supply to corporations. 
 

Financial Limitations 
 

• Corporations identified financial 
limitations as a challenge faced by 
WOBs wanting to sell products and/or 
services to their corporations. The lack 
of financial strength of WOBs’ business 
and connections to corporate buyers 
makes it harder for WOBs to succeed. 
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These were also the key challenges 
identified by WOB respondents in the 
wearables and handicraft sectors. 
 

Institutional Limitations (Policy) 

● Survey results show that, on average, 
corporations rated quality to be of the 
highest priority for suppliers (4.65 out of 
5); followed by service (4.52/5) and 
product availability (4.07/5), which 
reinforces findings from in-depth 
interviews conducted with corporate 
sourcing managers. 

 
● For WOBs to win contracts from 

corporations, 53% of corporate 
respondents stated that the quality of 
the products and services offered by 
WOBs would need to improve. About 
45% of respondents said they would like 
to see a greater articulation of the WOB 
product offerings, and their value added, 
and 42% said that WOB price points 
would need to be more competitive. 
Given the small size of most WOBs, price 
points may be higher if they cannot 
leverage economies of scale. 
 

● According to the project survey, 53% of 
corporations would like to see the 
improved quality of WOB product and 
service offerings, which points to a 
genuine need for training and technical 
assistance on the supply side from 
knowledgeable governmental and non-
governmental groups. Importantly, 
during interviews, some corporations 
specifically stressed that participation by 
WOBs in formal RFP and RFQ processes 
is key to increasing business linkages—

more WOBs must compete to win. 
 

● Of corporate respondents, 32% said that 
WOBs need to participate in more of 
their formal RFPs and RFQs to be in the 
purview of their corporate buyers. 
Although survey responses show only 
32% of buyers consider this an 
important area, interviews revealed this 
to be a critical component for WOBs to 
secure more contracts and business 
opportunities. 

 
● According to the interviews, one of the 

key barriers that prevent corporations 
from purchasing from WOBs is that they 
did not know how to find them.  
 

Opportunities 

● Interviews revealed that there are 
opportunities to source from SMEs in 
marketing, public relations, and 
branding services. These functions are 
often outsourced to agencies as it is 
more cost effective, which explains the 
priority level (4.11/5) identified through 
the surveys. This finding could represent 
a market opportunity for WOBs to 
compete in the advertising and branding 
space. 
 

● Corporate buyers’ believe that the 
highest probability of creating market 
linkages with WOBs is in agriculture, 
including the subcategories of fruits and 
vegetables, agro-processing/machinery 
(31.6%), handicrafts (28.9%), and 
wearables, jute and diversified products 
(JDP), and tailoring services (23.7%). 
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Corporate respondents ranked these 
products and services as the ones they 
are most interested in sourcing from 
WOBs. 

 
● While it may not be possible for most 

corporations to source a significant 
number of products and services directly 
from the WOBs in Bangladesh, it is 
possible for some of the WOBs to 
become prime contractors and for many 
more to become Tier 2 and Tier 3 
subcontractors to corporations. 

 
● While the majority of the WOBs were in 

the apparel and textiles sectors, the field 
research and survey results 
demonstrated that there are many 
WOBs in agriculture, handicrafts (jute, 
leather, etc.), wearables, plastics, 
electronics, technology, and business 
service sectors. These sectors all include 
products and services currently sourced 
by local corporations from Bangladeshi 
firms, including SMEs. Contrary to the 
initial research findings, during the 
interviews, some of the WOBs in textiles 
and garments, ICT, and services sectors 
are quite large and employ several 
hundred, even thousands, of employees. 
We also found that some of these 
businesses have some connectivity with 
export markets because of the rise of e-
commerce and F-Commerce (businesses 
that primarily operate through the 
Facebook social media platforms). 

 
● Buyers interviewed for the study were 

keen to pursue opportunities to directly 
source from WOBs, provided that 
pricing is competitive and products 
sourced meet their quality standards. 

Overall, findings revealed that 
corporations are unaware of 
opportunities to locate WOBs, data on 
the number and type of WOBs operating 
in their sector and market, or even the 
definition of a WOB. 
 

● Around 85% of the WOBs interviewed 
were part of a business support 
organization or association. Associations 
and partners help geographically 
distributed WOBs connect and move 
forward together. 
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Country Profile: 
Maldives 
The economy of Maldives has flourished over 
the past decade. Tourism is the largest industry 
in Maldives, accounting for 26% of GDP in 2019. 
The tourism industry in Maldives predominates 
in the South Asian region. Over 90% of the 
government tax revenue flows from import 
duties and tourism-related taxes. Fishing is the 
second leading industry in Maldives. The 
government’s 1989 economic reform program 
lifted import quotas and opened some export 
avenues to the private sector.17 As a result, fish 
processing has expanded across the country. 
According to the 2019 Household Income and 
Expenditure Survey (HIES), women are mainly 
engaged in the education, manufacturing, public 
administration, and health sectors. Although 
tourism is the primary industry in the country, 
only 10% of employees in the industry are 
women—the low participation rate is more 
evident because there are fewer women than 
men in the industry.18 The Maldivian economy is 
hampered by skill shortages in different sectors 
and human resource development constraints, 
often resulting in the exclusion of women from 
the labor market.19 Further research on the topic 
suggests that isolation and the lack of access to 
resources continue to frustrate women’s 
participation in the economy.20 Additionally, 
women also face legal obstacles in owning 
businesses, having major shares in businesses, 
and rights to property and agricultural land. 

 
17 MoFT, 2019, Circular 13 K CIR 2019 27 Preference of SMEs 
on public procurements below MVR 2.5 million, Ministry of 
Finance 
18 NBS, 2019, Employment in Tourist Resort, National Bureau 
of Statistics Maldives 
19 Premaratne, S.P. and Kudaliyanage, G., 2016, Issues, 
Challenges & prospects of women-owned small & medium 
scale enterprises in Maldives, ResearchGate  

Inheritance of private property and land remains 
an important challenge since it is governed by 
Sharia law, which states that male heirs inherit 
twice the share of female heirs. 

 
Small and Medium Enterprise (SME) 
Sector  
 
The Small and Medium Enterprises Act was 
ratified in 2013 to govern the policies and 
principles for regulating SMEs in Maldives. 
Through the SME Act, the government envisages 
establishing the requisite institutional and 
organizational mechanisms to restructure and 
consolidate all SME development activities. 
Although some effort has been made to 
empower women and their businesses, limited 
literature is available on WOBs in the country, 
and data on SMEs in general is limited. A study 
conducted by the Ministry of Economic 
Development and UNDP in 2020 used Business 
Profit Tax and Goods Service Tax (GST) to 
identify the business ecosystem in Maldives. It 
revealed that close to 7,615 SMEs were 
registered as tax-paying establishments in 2019. 
Among them, small enterprises had the highest 
share of establishments. The highest number of 
SMEs with GST filings was found in wholesale 
and retail trade, followed by tourism, 
construction, food services, and other services 
and accommodations21. 
 

National Policy for SMEs 
 

20 ADB, 2014, Maldives gender equality diagnostic of selected 
sector, Asian Development Bank 
21 MED & UNDP, 2020, Rapid livelihood assessment, Impact 
of the COVID-19 crisis in the Maldives, The Ministry of 
Economic Development, Government of Maldives with 
support from the United Nations Development Programme 
 

https://www.finance.gov.mv/public-procurement/procurement-regulation
https://www.finance.gov.mv/public-procurement/procurement-regulation
https://www.finance.gov.mv/public-procurement/procurement-regulation
http://statisticsmaldives.gov.mv/nbs/wpcontent/%20uploads/2020/06/Resort-Employee-Survey-2019-1.pdf
http://statisticsmaldives.gov.mv/nbs/wpcontent/%20uploads/2020/06/Resort-Employee-Survey-2019-1.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/308397105
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/308397105
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/308397105
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/308397105
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The Strategic Action Plan (SAP) 2019-2023 
recognizes the potential of the SME sector in 
creating a more resilient and diversified 
economy. Through the SAP, the government 
aims to address the key challenges that SMEs 
face by strengthening training and 
entrepreneurial skills, increasing opportunities 
for financing—including the establishment of an 
SME bank—promoting productivity, technology, 
and increasing market access and institutional 
efficiency. The Ministry of Economic 
Development (MED) plans to achieve a 30% 
increase in the number of registered women-led 
SMEs by 2023 by expanding the geographic 
reach of business centers, which are established 
in different islands across the country, increasing 
the range of business support services and 
enhancing skill development and the delivery of 
entrepreneurial education through the education 
system. The SAP also establishes a target of 
allocating 40% of the SME Development Finance 
Cooperation (SDFC) loan portfolio toward 
women, youth, and persons with disabilities by 
promoting financial literacy and alternative 
financing. One of the key milestones the 
government hopes to achieve is to ensure that 
from 2019 to 2023, at least 10 SMEs annually 
(approximately half of which are led by women) 
have benefitted from working with a large 
enterprise. By 2022, the aim is to raise the profile 
of SMEs, establishing a quota of 15% of all 
public procurement by enhancing their 
marketing capabilities and by supporting 
internationalization for SMEs. In 2016, a 
cooperative society, the Maldives Women 
Chamber of Commerce (MWCC), was formed, 
and MED is currently developing rules and 
regulations for governing this type of 
cooperative. The MWCC’s main role is to 
empower women and establish marketing 
channels. 
 

 
 

Key Characteristics of WOBs 
 
There is a lack of data accounting for gender 
differences among SMEs as there is no proper 
mechanism for maintaining current records at 
various institutions. Although some data is 
available, it cannot be generated or shared easily 
because of a lack of technical capacity within 
government institutions. 

Supplier Survey Findings  
 
One hundred WOBs responded to the survey.  
 

• 82% of the respondents were sole 
proprietors, 6% were in partnerships, 
and 4% were corporations. 

 
Human Limitations 

● The top six industries in which WOBs 
were engaged include retail trade (41%), 
other services (14%), food/carryout 
service (9%), manufacturing (7%), 
wholesale trade (4%), and education 
(4%). Industries with the lowest 
concentration of WOBs included ICT, 
financial and insurance, and short-term 
accommodation. 

 
● The findings of this survey also showed 

that over 91% of the respondents 
carried out their businesses in their 
geographic location. While most of the 
WOBs were in the capital city, Male, only 
9% had branches on other islands.  
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Social Capital (Network) Limitations 

 
• Only 9% of the WOBs had a business 

association with a producer group, 
chamber of commerce, or business 
network. Detailed interviews further 
revealed a lack of trust in such networks 
and the feeling that they do not receive 
equal opportunities to showcase their 
products at trade fairs. 

 
Institutional Barriers 

● Of the 100 WOBs, a majority (67%) 
stated that they have not done any 
business with major buyers. Only 11% of 
the WOBs reported having between one 
and four contracts with large 
corporations. Furthermore, only a few 
businesses (3%) reported having more 
than five contracts with major buyers 
and all these businesses fall under micro 
businesses. 

Buyer Survey Findings  

A total of 17 buyers participated in the study. 

Human Limitations 

● Buyers had a good understanding of 
what WOBs are and their know-how in 
this regard. 25% of the respondents 
described WOBs as ‘a business owned 
by a woman’ and a further 25% 
described them as ‘business which is led 
and created by women’. 

 

● The main concern for corporate buyers 
in doing business with WOBs is the 
quality of products not meeting their 
expectations. 

 
Institutional Limitations (Policy) 
 

● Of the 17 buyers, three buyers stated 
they looked at WOB company profiles 
while the rest had their own way of 
verifying WOBs. This included 
’commitment’ and ’leadership’ from 
WOBs as means of verification. 

 
● When buyers were asked if they procure 

from WOBs, more than half of them 
(53%) reported procuring from WOBs in 
Maldives, however, 24% of the buyers 
were not aware whether they procure 
from WOBs. 

 
● A total of 47% of buyers reported having 

established policies and practices that 
encourage procuring from WOBs, 
whereas 29% stated that they have no 
such policies, and 24% reported that 
they did not know whether their policies 
encouraged sourcing from WOBs. Out of 
the eight with policies and practices that 
favor WOBs, only three track their 
procurement processes while most (five) 
do not have a tracking process in place. 

Opportunities 
● Buyers had a positive outlook when it 

came to sourcing from WOBs. 53% of 
the buyers were interested in 
understanding the business case for 
gender-inclusive sourcing. 
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● Some common products and services 
exist between suppliers and buyers. 
WOBs are mainly engaged in retail 
products and food/beverage products 
and services. Buyers were also on the 
lookout for food/ beverage and tobacco 
products. These are also products that 
they believe WOBs can supply to their 
companies. 
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Country Profile: India 
India, located in South Asia, is the seventh-
largest country in the world by area and the 
second-most populous country behind China. As 
of 2017, it has a population forecast of around 
1.32 billion people. Data gathered by the 
Government of India (GoI) indicates that of 58.5 
million businesses, 8.05 million are owned by 
women, which corresponds to a rate of 13.76% 
of women among the total number of 
entrepreneurs in India. India is ranked 49 out of 
the 58 countries surveyed in the Mastercard 
Index of Women Entrepreneurs 2020, but 
advanced three positions, up from 52 in 2019, a 
small victory.  
 
Although employment figures in information 
technology (IT) are on the rise, most of the 
Indian workforce is still employed in agriculture; 
however, the figures suggest a reversal of this 
trend.22 The 2018 Country Opinion Survey for 
India, conducted by the World Bank Group, lists 
“better entrepreneurial opportunities” as the 
third top factor contributing to achieving shared 
prosperity.23  
 
According to McKinsey Global Institute’s recent 
report, The power of parity: Advancing women’s 
equality in India 2018, India stands to achieve 
among the biggest gains globally to boost GDP 
by advancing women’s equality (approximately 
USD 770 billion of added GDP by 2025). The 
contribution of women to India’s GDP currently 
stands at 18%, one of the lowest proportions in 
the world.24 

 
22 https://www.statista.com/topics/754/india/ 
23 

https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/3056/rel
ated-materials 
24 The power of parity: Advancing women’s equality in India 
2018, McKinsey Global Institute 

 
Micro Small and Medium Enterprise 
Sector (MSMEs) 
 
The 2019-20 annual report by the Ministry of 
Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises (MSME), 
states that of the 63.3 million SMEs in India, 60.8 
million (96%) are proprietorship and of these 
60.8 million, only 20.4% are run by women.25 

The Government of India has established new 
criteria for classifying enterprises as Micro, Small 
and Medium enterprises.26 The new criteria came 
into effect on July 1, 2020 and are outlined as 
follows: 

“An enterprise shall be classified as a micro, 
small or medium enterprise based on the 
following criteria: 

• a micro enterprise, where the investment in 
Plant and Machinery or Equipment does not 
exceed one crore rupees and turnover does 
not exceed five crore rupees; 

• a small enterprise, where the investment in 
Plant and Machinery or Equipment does not 
exceed ten crore rupees and turnover does 
not exceed fifty crore rupees; 

• a medium enterprise, where the investment 
in Plant and Machinery or Equipment does 
not exceed fifty crore rupees and turnover 

25 
https://msme.gov.in/sites/default/files/FINAL_MSME_ENGLIS
H_AR_2019-20.pdf 
26 

https://www.rbi.org.in/Scripts/NotificationUser.aspx?Id=1193
4&Mode=0 
 

https://www.statista.com/topics/754/india/
https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/3056/related-materials
https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/3056/related-materials
https://msme.gov.in/sites/default/files/FINAL_MSME_ENGLISH_AR_2019-20.pdf
https://msme.gov.in/sites/default/files/FINAL_MSME_ENGLISH_AR_2019-20.pdf
https://www.rbi.org.in/Scripts/NotificationUser.aspx?Id=11934&Mode=0
https://www.rbi.org.in/Scripts/NotificationUser.aspx?Id=11934&Mode=0
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does not exceed two hundred and fifty 
crore rupees.”27 

National Policy for SMEs 
 
The “Strategy for New India @ 75” by NITI 
Aayog28 seeks to ensure a gender-sensitive 
approach to legislation and policies considering 
the challenges faced by WOBs, one of which is 
constrained access to credit by women 
entrepreneurs. NITI Aayog’s Women 
Entrepreneurship Platform (WEP), with more 
than 18,000 registered women entrepreneurs, 
acts as a single window to obtain information 
about government schemes, marketing 
assistance, funding, and compliance support for 
their businesses. WEP was launched in March 
2018 following the 2017 Global 
Entrepreneurship Summit, hosted by India in 
partnership with the United States, with the 
theme “Women First and Prosperity for All.”  
 
The Government of India has also provided 
significant impetus to promote market access for 
women entrepreneurs under the Public 
Procurement Policy for Micro and Small 
Enterprises (MSEs) Order, effective April 1, 2019. 
The objective of the policy is to promote and 
develop MSEs by supporting them in the 
marketing of products produced and services 
rendered. Salient features of the policy include 
the following:29 
 

 
27 
https://msme.gov.in/sites/default/files/MSME_gazette_of_ind
ia_0.pdf 
28   https://www.niti.gov.in/sites/default/files/2019-
01/Strategy_for_New_India_2.pdf 
29 Public Procurement Policy for Micro and Small Enterprises 
(MSEs) Order, 2018, https://msme.gov.in/public-
procurement-policy. 

• Every central ministry/department/hall 
set an annual target for 25% 
procurement from the SME sector.  

• A sub-target of 4% out of 25% target of 
annual procurement has been earmarked 
for procurement from SMEs owned by 
marginalized, Scheduled Caste and 
Scheduled Tribe (SC/ST) entrepreneurs. 

• Overall procurement goal of minimum 
25% has become mandatory from 1st 
April 2015. 

• Special provision for micro and small 
enterprises owned by women. Of the 
total annual procurement from micro and 
small enterprises, 3 percent of the 25 
percent target shall be earmarked for 
procurement from micro and small 
enterprises owned by women. 

 
 
State Government Schemes 
 
State governments have also setup several 
schemes to support women entrepreneurs.30 
Bigger states, such as Maharashtra, Karnataka, 
Delhi, and Telangana have a significant 
proportion of the country’s aspiring women 
entrepreneurs and, hence, have designed 
schemes specifically for them.  

• Maharashtra has set up two 
departments, MAVIM and MSRLM, to 
provide assistance to women for 
entrepreneurship development. 

• The Karnataka State Finance Corporation 
(KSFC) department provides loans of INR 

30 Government of India, Ministry of Micro, Small and Medium 
Enterprises, “e-book on 
Schemes for MSMEs.” 
https://msme.gov.in/sites/default/files/FlipbookEnglishSche
meBooklet.pdf. 
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5 lacs to INRS 200 lacs to women 
entrepreneurs at an interest rate of 14%, 
of which 10% of interest will be paid by 
KSWDC. The interest subsidy is valid up 
to 5 years.  

• The Delhi Financial Corporation (DFC) 
provides financial assistance to MSMEs 
and service sector enterprises in Delhi. It 
also runs the Mahila Udyam Nidhi 
(MUN) scheme for women 
entrepreneurs. The Women 
Entrepreneurs Cell provides various 
schemes for women entrepreneurs, such 
as granting registration to women-run 
industries, various training courses, and 
financial assistance.  

• Telangana is home to the WE hub, a 
state-led incubator for women 
entrepreneurs to access to the technical, 
financial, government, and policy 
support required to launch and scale a 
start-up. The Trade-Related 
Entrepreneurship Assistance and 
Development (TREAD) scheme, 
Annapurna, Mudra, Mahila Udyam Nidhi, 
Stree Shakti, Dena Shakti, Udyogini, Cent 
Kalyani, Standup India and many other 
schemes are being run by the 
Government of Telangana to support 
MSMEs and women entrepreneurs.  

 

Key Characteristics of WOBs 
 
The report “Powering the Economy with Her: 
Women Entrepreneurship in India” (2019), 
published jointly by Google and Bain & Co., 
mentions that India has 13.5 million to15.7 
million WOBs, representing 20% of all 
enterprises in India. The vast majority of these 
are single-person enterprises that provide direct 
employment to approximately 22 million to 27 
million people. Moreover, most of these 

enterprises are women-owned only on paper 
because of financial and administrative 
requirements and are not actually controlled by 
women. Another report, published in November 
2020, by Initiative for What Works to Advance 
Women and Girls in the Economy (IWWAGE)—a 
gender research and advocacy organization—
says that only seven of 100 entrepreneurs in 
India are women, and of the seven, nearly 49.9% 
launch businesses out of necessity and not real 
aspiration. Furthermore, over 70% of the 
financial requirements of women entrepreneurs 
are unmet. 

Supplier Survey Findings  
 
The survey was completed by 118 women-
owned business respondents. 
 

• 46% of the respondents were sole 
proprietors, 30% were corporations, 16% 
were partnerships, 9% trusts, and 1% 
joint ventures. 

 
Human Limitations 
 

● Retail products, specifically sustainable, 
eco-friendly products, gifts, and 
accessories topped the list of primary 
products offered by the businesses 
sampled. Manufacturing and commerce 
were the leading industry sectors for 
these primary products. The secondary 
products and services list was also led by 
retail products in the manufacturing and 
textiles sectors. This is in keeping with 
the “creativity” that most interviewees 
associated with women-owned 
businesses, as in food and clothing, 
décor, or accessories. Other areas with a 
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significant presence of WOBs were 
knowledge-based services in banking, 
finance, insurance, securities, IT, HR, and 
training. 

 
Social Capital (Network) Limitations 
 

● There are very few networks that actively 
provide platforms or programs that 
connect women entrepreneurs to 
business opportunities. Most offer 
networking as an alternative, preferring 
to stay within the realms of capacity 
building and training for marketing 
and/or business development. 

 
Institutional Barriers 
 

● 57% of the businesses did not have any 
government or large corporate 
contracts, indicating a critical need for 
market linkages and inroads into 
corporate and other institutional or bulk 
purchasers. 

Buyer Survey Findings  
 
The survey was completed by 36 corporate 
buyers. 
 
Human Limitations 

● Most buyers defined WOBs as founded, 
owned, and managed by women. 

 
Financial Limitations 
 

● The subject of government incentives to 
buy from WOBs was critical for many 

buyers, which suggests that policies 
such as the one regarding purchasing by 
government and public sector 
undertaking (PSUs) may be significant 
drivers of procurement in the private 
sector as well, in addition to the fact that 
it is believed that substantial investment 
is required to change internal and 
external systems to become more WOB 
friendly and gender sensitive. 

 
Institutional Limitations (Policy) 
 

● About 50% of the respondents did not 
know how to implement gender-
inclusive sourcing even when they 
understood the underlying concept. This 
reflects a gap in supplier diversity 
knowledge and awareness in corporate 
departments. 

 
● 51% of corporate buyers were already 

procuring from WOBs, but half (50%) did 
not track specific procurements, and 
51% did not know whether they 
procured from WOBs, illustrating a 
disconnect. 

 
● Most buyers (51%) did not have a formal 

or specific policy to source or buy from 
WOBs. Only one buyer specified that 
their Supplier Diversity & Inclusion 
policy incorporated this definition. 
 

● Most corporate buyers wanted to 
understand the business case for 
gender-inclusive/responsive sourcing, 
with 77% interested in attending 
training on it. 
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Opportunities   

 
• Retail products, sustainable products, 

and gifts and accessories topped the list 
of primary products, while 
manufacturing and e-commerce drove 
the industry sectors. The secondary 
products and services list was also led by 
retail products, with manufacturing and 
textiles also heading this list. There are 
WOBs in each of these key sectors with 
adequate capacity to supply large 
buyers. 
 

• 47% of the organizations are already 
buying from women-owned businesses. 
The top commodities/products that can 
be purchased from WOB, as per the 
survey analysis, were the following: 

o Paper materials and products 
o Education and training services 
o Healthcare services 
o Furniture and furnishings. 

 
• Concentrating on these categories of 

businesses would be another way for 
WOBs to scale up. 
 

• 29 businesses currently export outside 
India, primarily to the U.S. and UAE 
(Dubai), indicating the potential of 
global markets for WOBs. 
 

• 81% of corporate buyers are willing to 
learn about SD&I and implement it in 
their organizations. 
 

• 74% of the organizations felt that 
meeting all industry standards would 
automatically increase business 
opportunities for WOBs.  
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Country Profile: Sri 
Lanka 
 
Sri Lanka is a middle-income country that is 
emerging from a protracted armed conflict while 
facing internal and external economic and 
development challenges. Since the onset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, these challenges have 
been compounded. After the war ended, in 
2009, Sri Lanka’s economy grew by 5.3% 
annually, while poverty declined from 16.2% in 
2012-13 to 11% in 2016.31 Prior to the pandemic, 
growth of 3.3% had been projected for 2020. 
Instead, the economy contracted by 3.6% in 
2020.32 The hardest hit sub-sectors were 
tourism, construction, and transportation, while 
widespread job and earning losses meant that 
poverty increased from 9.2% to 11.7% in 2020.33 
Sri Lanka gained upper-middle-income status in 
July 2019, requiring the country to adopt sound 
economic policies to avoid stagnation and to 
transition to high-income status. The country 
ranks 71 of 189 on the UNDP Human 
Development Index (HDI),34 and physical 
infrastructure development showed significant 
growth in recent years with improvements to 
access to electricity, telecommunications, and 
expressway networks connecting commercial 
hubs. Per capita income increased from USD 
3,584 in 2013 to USD 4,051 in 2019,35 and GDP 
stood at USD 84.01 billion in 2019,36 making up 
0.07 percent of the world’s economy.37 

 
31 Based on a poverty rate of USD 3.20 (average income per 
day) 
32 World Bank, Sri Lanka Development Update 2021: 
Economic and Poverty Impact of COVID-19, Sri Lanka 
33 World Bank, Sri Lanka Development Update 2021: 
Economic and Poverty Impact of COVID-19, Sri Lanka 
34 Central Bank Report, Annual Report 2019, Sri Lanka 
35 Central Bank Report, Annual Report 2019, Sri Lanka 
36 World Bank, 2019 
37 Sri Lanka GDP, Trading Economics, 1960 – 2019 Data 

 
Small and Medium Enterprise Sector 
(SMEs) 
 
Government sources estimate that SMEs account 
for 80% of all businesses in the country in all 
economic sectors. In the services sector alone, 
90% of the businesses are SMEs.38 It is estimated 
that there are over one million SMEs in Sri Lanka, 
employing nearly 2.3 million in the non-
agriculture sector.39 The vast majority (91.8%) 
are micro enterprises (935,736), with small 
businesses accounting for 7% (71,126) and 
medium businesses, 1% (10,405). Only 0.2% are 
large enterprises (2,414).40 Ownership of SMEs 
by women remains low, with women only 
owning an estimated 25% of all SMEs.41 
 
National Policy for SMEs 
 
The 2018 National SME Policy Framework 
identifies five policy intervention strategies in six 
core areas (the enabling environment, modern 
appropriate technology, entrepreneurial culture 
and skills development, access to finance, 
market facilitation, and research and 
development). As part of the third policy 
intervention strategy of entrepreneurial culture 
and skill development, policy measures are 
identified to develop special programs to 
support women’s entrepreneurship development 
by strengthening institutional capacity, training 
institutions, strengthening women’s chambers, 

38 Ministry of National Human Resources and Employment 
Policy, http://www.nhrep.gov.lk/images/pdf/nhrep_final.pdf. 
39 http://www.statistics.gov.lk/Pocket%20Book/chap03.pdf 
40 Ministry of Industry and Commerce, May 2016, “National 
SME Action Plan,” 
http://www.industry.gov.lk/web/images/pdf/gg.pdf. 
41 International Finance Corporation, October 2020, 
“Gendered Impacts of COVD-19 on Small and Medium-Sized 
Enterprises in Sri Lanka.” 

https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/15b8de0edd4f39cc7a82b7aff8430576-0310062021/original/SriLanka-DevUpd-Apr9.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/15b8de0edd4f39cc7a82b7aff8430576-0310062021/original/SriLanka-DevUpd-Apr9.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/15b8de0edd4f39cc7a82b7aff8430576-0310062021/original/SriLanka-DevUpd-Apr9.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/15b8de0edd4f39cc7a82b7aff8430576-0310062021/original/SriLanka-DevUpd-Apr9.pdf
https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/c1e0511d-f368-48c5-8bea-18984cb0faec/Gendered+Impacts+of+COVID-19+on+Small+and+Medium-Sized+Enterprises+in+Sri+Lanka.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=nkBAMBx
https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/c1e0511d-f368-48c5-8bea-18984cb0faec/Gendered+Impacts+of+COVID-19+on+Small+and+Medium-Sized+Enterprises+in+Sri+Lanka.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=nkBAMBx
https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/c1e0511d-f368-48c5-8bea-18984cb0faec/Gendered+Impacts+of+COVID-19+on+Small+and+Medium-Sized+Enterprises+in+Sri+Lanka.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=nkBAMBx
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and rewarding women entrepreneurs. Under the 
fourth policy, intervention strategy of access to 
finance, policy measures to scale up 
concessionary bank loan schemes for women’s 
entrepreneurship are in place.42 The Sanasa 
Development Bank and Commercial Bank are 
two such banks promoting women’s 
entrepreneurship.43 
 
Key Characteristics of WOBs 
 
Many women start businesses to earn enough 
income to supplement other family income, 
educate children, minimize dependency, and 
achieve upward mobility. They are also 
supported by state services offered at the 
divisional and district levels.44 Women in the 
SME sector face more institutional and cultural 
barriers than men, especially when accessing 
finance, collateral assets, markets, information, 
networks, training, education, and when 
competing in male-dominated industries.45 They 
contend with social norms and stereotypes that 
confine women to specific gendered roles that 
impede mobility and confer sole responsibility 
for childcare to them, while deterring them from 
entrepreneurship as a career.46 It is common for 
women to own their businesses jointly with 
spouses or male family members. Often these 
are livelihood based and are later expanded into 
micro enterprises, but further expansion is 
limited unless they have access to markets and 
receive adequate financial support and training, 
enabling graduation to the next level.47 
Compared to men, women exporters face 
greater challenges to trade. For example, when 
women interact directly with customs officials, 

 
42 Diribala SME Loan of Commercial Bank 
43 Ministry of Industry and Commerce, National Policy 
Framework for SME development. (2018) 
44 Ministry of Industry and Commerce, National Policy 
Framework for SME development. (2018) 

they report facing many procedural obstacles. 
Government support for WOBs includes a 
women entrepreneur development program, 
launched by the Export Development Board of 
Sri Lanka, in which 800 women entrepreneurs 
have been registered to receive capacity-
building and skill-sharing opportunities. 

Supplier Survey Findings  
 
The survey was completed by 121 respondents. 
  

• 75% of the respondents were sole 
proprietors, 16% were corporations, and 
11% were partnerships.  

 

Human Limitations 
 

● Overall, most WOBs produced textiles, 
food (semi-processed or processed), and 
retail products. Other products included 
leather goods, arts and crafts, garden 
plants, spices, Batik and linen goods, coir 
products, bags, travel services, and 
ornamental fish. There is a disconnect 
between buyer needs and the products 
and services offered by WOBs. While 
buyers are interested in procuring a 
wide range of products and services, 
WOBs’ confinement to specific gender-
typical industries, such as textiles and 
food processing, puts them at a 
disadvantage.  

 
● WOBs struggle to provide accurate and 

relevant information, even in their 

45 Omar, 2019 
46 Ora'a, J. (2015). Women Empowerment Through Business 
Member Organizations. International Trade Center of the ILO 
and the Dutch Employers Program 
47 IPID, 2019 
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preferred language. This presents a 
challenge when seeking contracts from 
large buyers and comprehending and 
responding to RFPs and RFQs. Often, 
such documentation is in English, and 
most WOBs have poor English language 
skills. 

 
Social Capital (Network) Limitations 
 

● The majority of WOBs (39%) are not 
members of any business association, 
while 23.48% (27), 19.13% (22%), and 
12.17% (14), respectively, reported 
membership with the Chambers of 
Commerce, producer groups, and sales 
and marketing platforms. 

 
Financial Limitations 
 

● While almost all Sri Lankan banks have 
credit and loan schemes that promote 
WOBs, existing regulations make it 
difficult for women to access credit, with 
male guarantors often required as part 
of the application process. 

 
Institutional Barriers 
 

● Of the 115 WOBs that responded to this 
question, most (86.96%) do not hold 
contracts with large buyers. Only 9.57% 
(11) of the WOBs reported holding one 
or more contracts with large buyers. 

 
● When interacting with government 

officials, some of the WOBs reported 
facing sexual harassment and financial 
bribery. 

 
 

Buyer Survey Findings 
 
The survey was completed by 28 corporate 
buyers. 

 
Human Limitations 

● Of the 28 buyers researched for this 
report, only one clearly understood the 
meaning of supplier diversity. 

 
● Ten buyers described WOBs as 

predominantly female-owned, 
controlled by women, women-led, 
managed by women, majority women 
shareholders, majority women 
workforce, solely owned by or female-
headed. “Women’s empowerment,” 
“equal treatment,” and “purchasing from 
WOBs as a mandatory policy” were 
some of the other key terms used. It was 
evident that buyers did not have a 
common or clear understanding of 
WOBs. Despite this, the desire to 
empower women was conveyed. 

 
● Local languages are the preferred means 

of communication for WOBs and buyers. 
This becomes an issue when the local 
language is not shared; the buyer survey 
indicates that English is the preferred 
language when networking with 
businesses and as the transactional 
language for corporate buyers. Although 
some large buyers mention that they 
could respond in the local language, for 
inquiries, this is atypical. 
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Financial Limitations 

● The credit policy of larger buyers does 
not match the needs of WOBs, which are 
smaller and unable to withstand longer-
term credit recovery. Therefore, the 
WOBs were satisfied with retail and 
wholesale vendors who repay their 
credit within a shorter period. 

 
Institutional Limitations (Policy) 
 

● Among those surveyed, WOBs were not 
recognized as a special entity, nor did 
corporate websites specifically indicate 
that they sourced from such businesses. 
Buyers in Sri Lanka highlighted that 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
initiatives often focused only on 
community development. 

 
● Buyers were asked how they verified if a 

business is owned by one or more 
women; 19 of the 28 buyers surveyed 
stated that there was no means to do 
this. The lack of a clear definition of a 
WOB explains the lack of a verification 
process or related policy on purchasing 
from WOBs. Ten respondents stated that 
they check for business registration, and 
nine reported that mentioning women’s 
ownership was adequate. 

 
● Only three of 18 businesses were cited 

as having included “diversity” in their 
operations, in relation to policy, 
accountability mechanism, activities, 
performance, and disclosure. 

 
● 82% (23) of buyers stated that they 

procure from WOBs and were aware of 

their status as WOBs. Those who 
procured from WOBs included buyers 
engaged in apparel, curd, food, 
pharmaceuticals, agricultural products, 
baked goods, beverages, biscuits (and 
related processed food manufacturers), 
tire, tea, and retail supermarket chains.  

 
● Six buyers stated that they have policies 

and practices to encourage WOBs to 
supply to them.  

 
● The responding corporate buyers did 

not track their procurement processes, 
and only three have such processes in 
place.  
 

● The buyer survey highlighted that some 
buyers follow gender-neutral business 
practices in Sri Lanka. This is practiced 
with the misguided attempt/ intention 
to ensure gender equality. However, a 
gender-neutral approach fails to 
recognize the inequality WOBs face as 
suppliers. Furthermore, although 
corporations promote CSR and women’s 
empowerment initiatives, efforts are 
limited to satisfying a company’s 
sustainability or staffing compliance 
requirements. 

Opportunities 
 

● One supermarket chain supports WOBs 
through their “For Her” initiative, aiming 
to create shelf space for WOBs’ products 
in the chain’s stores. 
 

● The buyer and supplier surveys 
identified overlapping commodity and 
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service interest areas for buyers and 
suppliers, including (a) food, beverage 
and tobacco products; (b) travel, food, 
lodging and entertainment services; (c) 
live plant and animal material, 
accessories, and supplies; (d) apparel, 
luggage, and personal care products; 
and (e) farming, fishing, forestry, and 
wildlife contracting services. These are 
areas where WOBs and buyers can 
communicate their needs and foster 
strong relationships. 

 
● Gender-inclusive sourcing is a concept 

that buyers are willing to discuss and 
apply in their value chains.  
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Appendix  
 
The following pages provide additional data 
from the country surveys. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Women’s Empowerment through Economic Inclusion- Ecosystem Research Report                                                      35 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Women’s Empowerment through Economic Inclusion- Ecosystem Research Report                                                      36 

 
 


	Executive Summary
	Regional Trends
	Challenges
	Opportunities

	Overview
	Research and Methodology
	Data Visualization

	Key Findings: Women-Owned Businesses
	Human Capital Limitations
	Social Capital (Network) Limitations
	Financial Limitations
	Institutional Barriers

	Key Findings: Corporate Buyers
	Human Limitations
	Financial Limitations

	Country Profile: Bangladesh
	Supplier Survey Findings
	Sixty SMEs responded to the survey, of which 67% are sole-proprietorships, 18% are partnerships, and 7% are corporations.   Results were further supplemented by the 2016  “Study on Mapping the Market Potential and Accelerating Finance for Women Entrep...
	● Male partners were observed to assist women in managing the financial aspects of the business.
	● No information about contracts held with major buyers was sought during the research. However, 48% of respondents indicated the lack of connections to procurement and corporate buyers is a major challenge. Networking within the sourcing departments ...


	Buyer Survey Findings
	● Survey results show that, on average, corporations rated quality to be of the highest priority for suppliers (4.65 out of 5); followed by service (4.52/5) and product availability (4.07/5), which reinforces findings from in-depth interviews conducte...
	Opportunities
	● Interviews revealed that there are opportunities to source from SMEs in marketing, public relations, and branding services. These functions are often outsourced to agencies as it is more cost effective, which explains the priority level (4.11/5) ide...

	Country Profile: Maldives
	Supplier Survey Findings
	● The top six industries in which WOBs were engaged include retail trade (41%), other services (14%), food/carryout service (9%), manufacturing (7%), wholesale trade (4%), and education (4%). Industries with the lowest concentration of WOBs included I...
	● Of the 100 WOBs, a majority (67%) stated that they have not done any business with major buyers. Only 11% of the WOBs reported having between one and four contracts with large corporations. Furthermore, only a few businesses (3%) reported having mor...

	Buyer Survey Findings
	A total of 17 buyers participated in the study.
	● Buyers had a good understanding of what WOBs are and their know-how in this regard. 25% of the respondents described WOBs as ‘a business owned by a woman’ and a further 25% described them as ‘business which is led and created by women’.

	Opportunities
	Country Profile: India
	Supplier Survey Findings
	Buyer Survey Findings
	● Most buyers defined WOBs as founded, owned, and managed by women.

	Country Profile: Sri Lanka
	Supplier Survey Findings
	Buyer Survey Findings
	● Of the 28 buyers researched for this report, only one clearly understood the meaning of supplier diversity.
	● The credit policy of larger buyers does not match the needs of WOBs, which are smaller and unable to withstand longer-term credit recovery. Therefore, the WOBs were satisfied with retail and wholesale vendors who repay their credit within a shorter ...

	Opportunities
	Appendix

