
Innovation for Women and 
Economic Development: 
Facilitating Women’s Livelihood
Development and Resilience with ICT

1.     Background

In APEC’s 2012 Leaders' Declaration and the Joint Statement of 

SME and Women in 2013, both APEC Leaders and Ministers encouraged 

economies to promote initiatives that use ICTs to combat the constraints 

on women’s time and mobility, as well as enhance access to markets, 

networks, and information for women-owned and operated SMEs. 

Subsequently, Chinese Taipei launched this three-year project (2013-2016) 

to identify key elements in promoting the economic involvement of 

women using technology and innovative ICT tools, as well as any possible 

barriers thereto. 
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During the first two stages, a series research activities and conferences 

addressing the awareness of women’s needs in the APEC region were held. 

In addition, a study-based report “How ICT economically Empower Women 

Entrepreneurs” was published identifying experiences that can be replicated 

to increase the entrepreneurial capacities of women. Along with the 

preliminary consequences and relevant findings, the tangible outcomes are 

presented as a “Toolkit” and a game-based learning tool “WE boss”, which can 

be found at http://weboss.azurewebsites.net/. 

The “Toolkit” is published to provide guidance on aspects such as 

environmental structures, educational objectives, plan implementations, and 

performance reviews. It offers gender impact assessments as well as relevant 

case studies (see Appendix) that could assist decision makers in stipulating 

policies and business models beneficial to female entrepreneurs, and 

establish collaborative relationships with non-governmental organizations to 

promote creative and practical learning approaches.

2.    Brief on Women Entrepreneurs and ICT-Learning: a Toolkit

ICT plays a vital role in distance learning and in turn acts as an enabler 

in reducing poverty and promoting social inclusion around the globe. For 

women entrepreneurs, ICT also opens up new avenues of business learning 

environment in formal and informal settings. Following the project’s study, 

this toolkit would try to enhance the effective role of ICT-based learning 

for women empowerment, while providing the answers to the following 

three questions: What are the potential benefits of ICT-learning for women 

entrepreneurs in APEC? What are the common barriers of using ICT-learning 

to unlock women’s business potentials? And what can be done to accelerate 

the use of ICT-based learning by women entrepreneurs? At the last part, we 

identify the considerable items that could assist decision makers in stipulating 

policies and business models beneficial to female entrepreneurs, and then 

provide the recommendations as the conclusion.

2.1  What are the potential benefits of ICT-learning for women



         entrepreneurs in APEC?

ICT-based learning offers numerous advantages that support inclusive 

education, including the following prominent benefits:

(1) Flexibility of the learning process: Female entrepreneurs can enjoy 

studying at the most convenient time, regardless of age, location, and 

socio-economic status.

(2) Better work-life balance: Running a business would place demands 

on daily life for female entrepreneurs with family commitment. 

(3) Cost reduction: especially for selling products/services in the most 

profitable markets and making decision on the optimum timing.

(4) Building a sense of self-confidence: acquiring relevant training, 

contacting wider network and achieving professional goal.

Accordingly, ICT-learning usage opens new ways for education, 

communication, and information sharing. Women would have greater 

opportunities in business from a broader range. In other words, 

women are no longer limited to the local conditions, but having more 

comprehensive choices offered worldwide. The social status and life 

quality of women would also be improved because of self-confidence 

building, job creation and poverty reduction.

2.2  What are the common barriers of using ICT-learning to unlock

         women’s business potentials?

Women-owned businesses tend to be informal, home-based and 

concentrated in the areas of small-scale entrepreneurship and traditional 

sectors. The main problems faced by women in expanding their business 

are constraints in obtaining loans and ensuring stable funding. They also 

have lower level of digital literacy which further limit their ability to access 

or to mobilize financial resources. With constantly updated and flexible 
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ICT-based learning, women can have better access to market information 

to support their business expansion and to explore new opportunities of 

doing business.

Another barrier is about culture. Gender bias or stereotype in attitudes 

impact women entrepreneurs in using ICTs. Throughout the world, many 

traditional cultural attitudes discriminate against women having access 

to education in technology on the basis of the presumption that ICTs 

accessing and using is not for women. Some women are also discouraged 

in their entrepreneurial efforts by their families and/or communities. 

In addition, heavy household responsibilities could be challenges and 

would result in women opting giving up ICTs empowerment.

The cost of connectivity and protection of users’ privacy are also potential 

barriers for women entrepreneurs to adopt ICT as a business learning 

tool. Negative social attitudes such as cheating, cyber-bullying, malicious 

photographs or messages towards ICT devices tend to make many 

women feel uncomfortable to use such devices or services. Therefore, 

before accessing ICT-based learning, women entrepreneurs need to 

address the issues such as: Do I really need it? How could I use it? Would it 

be to my advantage?

2.3  What can be done to accelerate the use of ICT-based learning by

         women entrepreneurs?

Women entrepreneurs increasingly need to learn how to work with 

regulators, manage risks, reach new customers, increase competitiveness, 

and learn how to best serve their customers. It may be related to 

psychological process, communication channels, and social system/

networking. However, the lower socioeconomic status of women has 

meant that they are less likely to afford or access ICTs, resulting in fewer 

benefits from using ICT-based learning to support their business. 

Therefore, ICT-based learning would be practiced for empowering 
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women entrepreneurs at least in three aspects:

1). Business skills: to assist women entrepreneurs to make decision 

effectively and match products or services offering the needs and 

requirements in markets.

2). Management skills: to understand and provide continuous training 

for effective team working and flexible working arrangement.

3). Social skills: to interact effectively with potential customers through 

negotiation skills, and women entrepreneurs could play an active role to 

contribute experiences.

The process involves five steps: 

1). Knowledge: The content of ICT-based learning could provide 

effective methodologies and practical tools for running a business. The 

knowledge-finding activity can also be initiated when the need exists.

2). Persuasion: The opinion toward ICT-learning could be favorable 

or unfavorable. The main activity in this stage is feeling. Women 

entrepreneurs should figure out if ICT-learning is beneficial and needed 

before participating.

3). Decision: The women entrepreneurs decide whether to adopt or 

reject ICT-learning.

4). Implementation: An ICT-learning is put into practice. It would involve 

behavior change and the women entrepreneurs could discover the ICT-

learning becomes an integrated part of business.

5). Confirmation: The women entrepreneurs confirm the decision of 

participation and if the participation would meet their expectations.

2.4  What should be considered? 



Efforts to empower women entrepreneurs through ICT-based learning 

need to consider strategic options to reach them regardless their race, 

education and class. Facilitating agents such as the governments, private 

sectors, NGOs, networks, and local influential people would be important 

roles to accelerate the process of innovation adoption by capacity 

building, entrepreneurship, infrastructure, and public-private partnership.
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Capacity building

The element is based on motivation, digital literacy and business 

knowledge. Women entrepreneurs are given ICT-based training as well as 

skills in management such as self-assessment in personal characteristics, 

business practice, marketing, research and development, analyzing data, 

staffing, decision-making, negotiation, etc. Those are related knowledge 

women entrepreneurs traditionally have less opportunities to access. The 

development and enhancement of skills and knowledge should be from 

the grassroots level to marginalized groups, from training to enhance 

character build up and proper structures to empower women not only in 

the macro economy but also from small home-based initiatives.

Entrepreneurship

The major challenges affecting women entrepreneurs are cultural 

differences and practices, economic status of their country and 

their family which affects financial viability, biased gender roles and 

expectations, limitations to legal avenues and capital funds, support 

group to build business confidence and share skills and knowledge, 

economic sanctions, and inability to utilize ICT to source, build, access 

markets. An enhanced program for sustainable entrepreneurship status 

for women through ICT must have regional cooperation and shared 

vision to seek support and push their agenda from their government 

to support women-led businesses, access to loans and simplified 

loan process, create a pilot program, develop ICT learning tools and 

capabilities to access market and develop ideas.

Infrastructure

For marginalized countries with limited funds for proper infrastructure 

support, the support and assistance of regional groups like APEC may 

provide the proper channels to activate and enhance connectivity 



weakness. The provisions of incentives for sponsorships and donors and 

additional support from pooled private organizations and institutions 

must also be tapped. There is also a clamour for active online support 

to push infrastructure agenda and get government support and 

funding. Infrastructure support includes up-to-date hardware devices, 

internet access even outside of the city, daycare centers, online learning 

programs with well-designed courses and platform, affordable internet 

infrastructure and equitable access to ICT.

Public–private partnership (PPP)

The government plays an important role in providing basic infrastructure 

and internet access in remote areas, and PPP would be a favourable 

approach that is not only achieve cost-down for design and implement 

initiatives but also enhance participation of NGOs or expert institutions. 

The dynamics of the support coming from PPPs in terms of scholarships, 

private collaborations, government incentives, proper policy and 

implementation support, economic/capital funding, and exchange 

program, women empowerment programs, can enhance the proper 

network and cooperation in different countries and the regions.

3.    Recommendations

The rapid growth in ICT in developed/developing countries presents 

a significant opportunity to help underpin a transformation in the global 

markets. However, without a co-operative and focused effort across 

different stakeholders such as private sectors, expert institutions, NGOs, and 

governments, it is very difficult to ensure the potential for ICT to empower 

women entrepreneurs.

The elimination of barriers for women entrepreneurs requires a massive 

change in the traditional approaches and mind-sets of society which requires 
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“an approach that emphasizes adaptation, synchronization with local 

innovation systems and alignment with development objectives is much 

more likely to result in sustainable positive impacts on human development.” 

(World Bank, 2000) In the APEC region, the rapid diffusion of ICTs creates both 

opportunities and challenges for gender equality and women’s economic 

empowerment. Therefore, pro-active, sophisticated intervention is needed at 

many levels to swing the outcome in favor of gender justice.

Here are some recommendations:

● Enhance capacity-building towards gender equality by developing 

influential local groups of women entrepreneurs to promote innovation 

diffusion of digital literacy and business knowledge. it is not only for 

awareness of cultural, financial and societal barriers that prevent women from 

accessing ICTs, but also for encouraging women entrepreneurs to participate 

life-time learning and to become a role model.

● Support ICT infrastructure investment in providing platforms and 

experience sharing to address women’s enterprises needs and concern. The 

provision of public accessible facilities along with relevant local language 

content via affordable and easy-to-use technologies is essential to increase 

access of women in remote areas and marginalized groups. The availability of 

women support staff and trainers in these facilities can also facilitate women’s 

use of ICT resources.

● Create business chains linkages to engage stakeholders and fosters 

partnership between public and private sectors to strengthen business 

opportunities for women entrepreneurs. It is important to identify the needs 

and risks of women enterprises and to encourage networking among women 

entrepreneurs to promote good practices and lessons learned on how to gain 

profits and expand markets.



APPENDIX
Case sketch 1: I-KUNA, Chile

I-KUNA, an NGO that is managed by one of the founders of “Acción 

Emprendedora”, focuses its work solely on an e-commerce platform used 

to connect entrepreneurs with potential buyers. I-Kuna promotes and 

manages a platform where entrepreneurs can present and commercialize 

their products. The micro entrepreneurs that participate in the program, 

would not have access or knowledge to sell online, I-KUNA teach them 

how to use ICT in order to increase their sales.

The program started in March 2013. The partnerships that the organizers 

have been establishing are both with the public and private sectors. With 

the Chilean government, they have partnered with the Institute of Youth 

(INJUV), Start-up Chile (CORFO) and a private social incubator.

The program is designed attracts mainly female micro-entrepreneurs. 

Women learning how to use technology can be more than wife, mothers 

and in charge of their houses. They can make their microbusinesses 

sustainable, becoming a source of social mobility and opportunities for 

their children. Participating in the program let them socialize and share 

their unique products. Which encourage a raise in their annual sales. 

However, the existence of alliances, between the private and public sector 

are not enough to maintain a network of support to the low-income 

entrepreneurs.

All of the participants have completed basic studies, only one of them 

studied in University, and also the majority consider themselves female 

heads of their houses. The income of our interviewers varies from 140 

dollars until 250 dollars per week. And Chilean family structure enhances 

the necessity to improve female’s involvement with ICT: The children who 

are students, need support, in special our participants mentioned, that 

they take care of sons and daughter.
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Case sketch 2: Gyeonggi Women’s Development Center (GWDC), f 
Korea

Gyeonggi Women’s Development Center (GWDC) is a nationally and 

internationally recognized nonprofit organization that was established 

by Gyeonggi Provincial Government to empower women through 

integrated training and Women Business start-up incubating programs.

GWDC provides online lifelong study customized for each individual, 

“Home Learn”. This online education service is providing approximately 

400 kinds of courses from basic computer knowledge to advanced ICT, 

mobile applications. This online lecture service is free for 24 hours.

The intensive IT training courses are available for women who want 

to be IT professionals. There are 14 to 15 career training courses in IT 

Education Program. 300 to 350 participants are trained every year, 

mostly the participants are women who want to re-enter the job 

market after discontinuous work. The age range is mostly mid- 30s to 

40s. The employment rate of these women, are 68% from 1997 to 2013 

accumulated. 

Programs of GWDC are special in that they have been designed and 

implemented for women either to have high quality IT professional jobs, 

or to start businesses using ICT. The GWDC has built a strong and effective 

partnership with private market-based professional training institutes 

(Public-Private Partnership). In order to effectively teach professional 

IT skills to women, the IT Training program has been b designed and 

operated in a very gender sensitive way.

Even married women in their 30s and 40s can be great human resources 

through long-term training programs that guarantee the acquirement 

of highly professional skills. To meet the fast-changing market demands 

and women’s necessities, private professional institutes under the IT 

education program have specifically tailored their educational courses 
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to catch up with fast-paced market changes, reflecting their emphasis on 

flexibility.

Case sketch 3: Computer Training Projects of PTTC, The Philippines

The PTTC was established in 1987 as a response of the Philippine 

government to the growing needs of the trade sector for capacity 

building. The PTTC is a sub-agency of the Department of Trade and 

Industry (DTI) that is primarily responsible for the development of 

training activities designed to hone skills and competencies of the trade 

sector in product development and marketing activities. Offering an ICT 

based training program is a major function of the PTTC.

In fact, the training program of PTTC is not exclusive to women because 

it is offered to support the needs of exporters and traders, regardless of 

gender for capacity building. Women entrepreneurs saw that ICT will 

boost their business opportunities. Thus, the training program of PTTC 

is successful in developing the basic computer skills of participants. 

It inculcated among participants the value of hard work and focus in 

life and at work. In the end, the training program encouraged some 

participants to explore the business application of Internet tools such as 

the social media and websites.

Most of its courses are short term and can be completed in 1-60 days. 

There is a follow up training after 6 months. The downside of these 

features is that they left some participants dissatisfied with their training 

program. The training program lacked the time and system to gather 

feedback from participants.

Granting, however, the availability of time to effect the demand of 

participants, the training program is met with some unanswered 

concerns. Both the organizers and participants complained of slow 

internet connectivity, obsolete computer units and software, and 

traditional course delivery.


