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Context 

It is well acknowledged that women’s economic empowerment contributes positively to a country’s 

economic development. Yet, over the past quarter of a century, the progress made towards achieving 

gender equality has been slow and incremental, especially in the Asia Pacific region. World Economic 

Forum estimates suggest that at the current rate of progress, it would take the region nearly 168 years 

to close the overall gender gap and achieve full global gender parity.1  

The ASEAN Member States have made remarkable progress towards closing gender gaps across 

multiple indicators in the past two decades. Through the Action Agenda on Mainstreaming Women’s 

Economic Empowerment (WEE) in ASEAN, each AMS is encouraged to adopt concrete and 

measurable actions to address the barriers that impede maximizing women’s full economic potential 

in the areas of finance, information access, and markets; human capital development and leadership; 

and innovation and technology. Gender gaps in educational attainment and health have closed to 

nearly 95 percent. However, disparities remain, and women continue to face pivotal barriers in 

economic participation and opportunity. This is indicated by the low rates of women’s labour force 

participation, with only 56 percent of women in the region taking part in employment, compared to 

79 percent who are men. Even among those employed, 67 percent are in the informal sector with 

limited access to social security and protection.2 Such gender disparities continue to limit the region 

from reaching its full economic potential.  

Existing challenges in the ASEAN region are compounded by discriminatory social norms and 

practices, deterring women from meaningfully participating in the economy. It is estimated that only 

33 percent of mothers with newborns have access to social protection floors and benefits in the region, 

a number that is substantially below the global average.3 Women are forced to choose between unpaid 

care work and employment, which not only affect their socio-economic status in the society but also 

their psychological wellbeing.  

Catalyzing women’s entrepreneurial environment can have a significant impact in advancing socio-
economic empowerment, creating jobs, and curbing informal employment. The broader economic 
impact of women’s engagement in entrepreneurship is substantial, with research by the Boston 
Consulting Group indicating that if men and women participated equally as entrepreneurs, global 
GDP could rise as much as two percent, or $1.5 trillion.4 The development and implementation of 
gender sensitive laws and policies are crucial to creating a conducive ecosystem for women 
entrepreneurs. Analysis of World Bank data across 104 economies finds that unequal laws not only 
discourage women’s participation in the private sector workforce, but also their likelihood of 
becoming top managers and owners of firms.5 Thus, to ensure policies are informed by evidence, and 

 
1 World Economic Forum (WEF) (2022). Global Gender Gap Report 2022: Insight Report. July. Geneva, WEF. 
2 SDG Statistical Annex 2020, Available at https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/report/2020/secretary-general-sdg-report-2020--
Statistical-Annex.pdf 
3 ASEAN Committee on Women and UN Women (2021). ASEAN Gender Outlook: Achieving the SDGs for all and leaving no 
women or girl behind. Available at 
https://data.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/documents/Publications/ASEAN/ASEAN%20Gender%20Outlook_final.pdf 
4 Boston Consulting Group (BCG) (2014), Bridging the Entrepreneurship Gender Gap: The Power of Networks. The Boston 
Consulting Group. 
5 World Bank (2017). Unequal Laws and Disempowerment in the Labour Market: Evidence from Firm-Level Data. Working 
Paper. 

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/report/2020/secretary-general-sdg-report-2020--Statistical-Annex.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/report/2020/secretary-general-sdg-report-2020--Statistical-Annex.pdf
https://data.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/documents/Publications/ASEAN/ASEAN%20Gender%20Outlook_final.pdf
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to monitor progress toward the success of such policies, proactive steps must be taken both at the 
regional and national levels.   
 
 
Background of the Policy Toolkit  
 
Initiated by ESCAP under Catalyzing Women’s Entrepreneurship Programme supported by the 
Government of Canada along with the ASEAN Coordinating Committee on Micro, Small and 
Medium Enterprise (ACCMSME), the Policy Toolkit aims to serve as a practical guide for policy 
makers and agencies responsible for MSMEs to ensure that gender perspective is incorporated into 
MSME policies and measures. The Policy Toolkit presents a self-assessment toolkit for ministries 
responsible for MSMEs and women-owned MSMEs development to assess SME policies and support 
programmes through a gender-focused lens. It helps establish indicators that support monitoring the 
impact of interventions undertaken over a period of time. The Policy Toolkit has been endorsed by 
the ASEAN Economic Ministers (AEM) at its 54th Meeting in September 2022.  
 
Besides policy makers, the self-assessment tool can also provide broader guidance and insight to 
regulatory bodies, and key stakeholder organizations and ecosystem members, such as financial 
institutions, business development service providers and business associations, including women 
entrepreneurs’ associations, regarding the policies and measures required to advance women’s 
entrepreneurship in the country. 
 
Lessons learned from the Toolkit can provide guidance to ASEAN in rendering a more gender-
inclusive Strategic Action Plan for SME Development (SAP SMED). Actions to further promote 
women’s entrepreneurship can also contribute to the achievement of the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). 
 

Objectives of the Policy Dialogue  
 
The objectives of the policy dialogue are: 

1. Introduce and launch the toolkit officially; 

2. Provide an overview of the key elements of the toolkit; 

3. Share experiences from ASEAN countries that contributed to the development of the 

toolkit; and 

4. Facilitate a stakeholder consultation on practical steps to translate the toolkit into action 

plan. 
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Agenda 

Time Agenda Item Speakers Time 

09:00 – 
09:30  

Opening Remarks  H.E. Satvinder Singh, Deputy Secretary-
General of ASEAN for the ASEAN Economic 
Community  
 
Mr. Kaveh Zahedi, Deputy Executive Secretary 
of United Nations ESCAP  
 
Ms. Vicky Singmin, Chargé d’affaires, Mission 
of Canada to ASEAN  
 

30 min 
(10/speaker 
including 
transitions) 

09:30 – 
09:45 

Video presentation 
and official launch of 
the Policy Toolkit  

Video presentation followed by virtual launch 15 minutes 

09:45 – 
10:00 

Break   

10:00 – 
11.20  

Panel discussion on 
the Toolkit  

Moderator – Dr. Srinivas Tata, Director of 
Social Development Division  
 
1. Ms. Sudha Gooty, Programme Manager, 

ESCAP  
Presentation of the Policy Toolkit. 
 

2. Ms. Nguyen Bich Thuy,  
Deputy Director of SME Support Division, 
Agency for Enterprise Development, 
Ministry of Planning and Investment, Viet 
Nam 
Experience sharing on reforms for women-led 
MSMEs in Vietnam.  
 

3. Ms. Emma C. Asusano, Director III, 
Bureau lof Small and Medium Enterprise 
Development, Department of Trade and 
Industry, Philippines 
 
 

4. H.E The Chhunhak, Director General of 
the General Department of Gender Equality 
and Economic Development, Ministry of 
Women's Affairs, Cambodia  

5. Mr. Chhea Layhy, Director of SMEs 
Department, Ministry of Industry, Science, 
Technology and Innovation (MISTI), 
Cambodia 
 

 
Q&A 
 

 

11:20 – 
11:30 

Wrap Up & Way 
Forward 

ASEAN Secretariat  
 

10 minutes  

 
Participants 
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Representatives from the following committees and entities will be invited to participate at the 

Policy Dialogue:  

• ASEAN Coordinating Committee on Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises (ACCMSME) 

• Senior Economic Officials Meeting (SEOM)/ Economic Officials of Permanent Missions of 

ASEAN Member States to ASEAN (EO) 

• ASEAN Committee on Women (ACW) 

• ASEAN Commission on the Promotion and Protection of the Rights of Women and 

Children (ACWC) 

• Senior Labour Officials Meeting (SLOM) 

• Senior Official Meeting on Rural Development and Poverty Education (SOMRDPE) 

• ASEAN Business Advisory Council (ASEAN BAC) 

• ASEAN Confederation of Women’s Organizations (ACWO) 

• ASEAN Women Entrepreneurs Network (AWEN) 

• Relevant desks from the ASEAN Secretariat  

• Development Partners and UN agencies 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


