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I
n the next five years, 12 million women 
business owners around the world plan 
to grow their businesses by at least six 
employees, and the business community 

has a tremendous opportunity to empower 
these enterprising women through the 
purchasing power of large supply chains.1 

In fact, in a 2009 Ernst and Young report, 
Elizabeth Vazquez said that the business 
network of her organization, WEConnect 
International, spent $700 billion USD on 
goods and services.2 She also said that if 
just 1% of this spending were redirected to 
women-owned businesses, that would mean 
$7 billion USD in new development money 
for women around the world. And that is 
just with the sizable network of WEConnect 
International. The potential of shifting 1% 
of the supply chains of all major global 
companies would be even more substantial. 

Introducing diversity into one’s supply chain 
makes business sense. Where all things 
are equal, it lowers risk to purchase from 
suppliers whose characteristics differ from 
traditional suppliers. Developing more, and 
stronger, women-owned businesses also 
means more competition, which can lower 
prices. Hence, both international women and 
the corporations that source from them can 
benefit from supplier diversity programs.

Despite the great opportunities that come 
from buying from women, there are also 
challenges. Finding international women 
entrepreneurs who are ready to be large 
suppliers is difficult. After they are found, they 
must agree to be certified as women-owned 
businesses, trained to work with a corporate 
procurement process, and must be able to 
make good on the very large purchase orders 
from corporate buyers.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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In 2014, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce 
Foundation (USCCF) conducted research 
to better understand the opportunities and 
challenges of buying from women-owned 
businesses in emerging economies. The 
research, which was conducted through its 
Corporate Citizenship Center, focused on 
Mexico as a case example. The goals of 
the research were to identify the challenges 
that corporations face when trying to buy 
from Mexican businesswomen, and potential 
solutions for circumventing these challenges. 

The research produced several key findings:
 More attention needs to be paid to the 

difficulties of finding women suppliers 
internationally and how more women 
suppliers can be generated. 

 Distinct characteristics of 

businesswomen exist that organizations 
can use to find women suppliers in 
emerging economies. 

 Businesswomen in emerging economies 
face significant roadblocks. Experts have 
identified solutions for corporations to 
help circumvent these barriers.

Leading companies that care about women’s 
economic empowerment are aware of the 
great opportunities and challenges that 
sourcing from women suppliers entail. 
Women constitute more than half of the 
world’s population. By empowering women 
entrepreneurs who can reach the world’s 
women more effectively, companies can 
expand their base of consumers and 
productive workers, while improving the lives 
of women and their families globally. 
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I
n 2013, the U.S. Chamber of 
Commerce Foundation (USCCF) 
convened companies at the forefront 
of women’s economic empowerment 

through its Corporate Citizenship Center. 
From Millions to Billions: Scaling Up 
Women’s Empowerment Globally is a result 
of that meeting.

Those representatives agreed that the 
biggest opportunity for empowering 
women globally is to use the purchasing 
power of their corporations to support 

women’s entrepreneurial activity. Where 
philanthropy currently provides millions of 
dollars in sporadic assistance to women 
entrepreneurs, the purchasing power of 

FROM MILLIONS TO BILL IONS: SCALING UP WOMEN’S 
EMPOWERMENT GLOBALLY

Where philanthropy currently provides millions 
of dollars in sporadic assistance to women 
entrepreneurs, the purchasing power of 
large supply chains could provide billions in 
sustainable impact internationally. 
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large supply chains could provide billions in 
sustainable impact internationally. The biggest 
question for the representatives in the meeting 
was how to move into emerging economies 
where few suppliers are established and where 
their procurement dollars could go the furthest 
to empower women.

To answer this question, this report 
examines how companies can purchase 
from more women-owned businesses in 
emerging economies. It concentrates on 
women-owned businesses in one emerging 
economy, Mexico, because of strong ties 
between U.S. companies and that country, 
a greater availability of data about Mexican 
businesses, a wide presence of women-
owned businesses, and because of the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce’s strong ties to Latin 
America through the Association of American 
Chambers of Commerce in Latin America 
(AACCLA) and the U.S.-Mexico Leadership 
Initiative (USMLI).

The following sections first describe the 
methods used in the report’s analysis. Then, 
the report investigates the challenges of 
finding women-owned businesses prepared 
to join the value chain of international 
corporations. Next, it offers strategies for 
finding women-owned businesses and how 
to increase their capacity. Finally, it concludes 
with a few general recommendations for 

businesses looking to include women-owned 
businesses in their value chains.

To understand how to purchase from 
women suppliers in emerging economies, 
the corporate community would benefit 
most from a complete picture of the actors 
interacting with Mexican businesswomen. 
It would provide tremendous value to see 
a list of the organizations that typically 
help businesswomen succeed, the factors 
that hinder their success, and the potential 
partners working in the country who can 
bridge the gaps. 

This report only begins to address these 
points. However, USCCF is partnering with 
a group of organizations that will provide 
a more complete picture. A collaborative 
effort between Value for Women, the Aspen 
Network of Development Entrepreneurs 
(ANDE), and Banorte Mexico is currently 
carrying out a study aimed at improving 
the way women entrepreneurs overcome 
the hurdles necessary to fully participate 
in the SME sector. The study analyzes the 
experience of women entrepreneurs in the 
sector as well as maps the ecosystem of 
actors influencing women entrepreneurs in 
Mexico. USCCF research will improve the 
precision of the questions asked during their 
work, and will also provide much needed 
context for the business community.3 

Details on the environment of women-owned and small businesses in Mexico can be found at the end of 
this report in Appendix I—Background on Women-Owned Small Businesses in Mexico.
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W
hen USCCF convened 
companies interested in 
women’s empowerment, those 
companies said that their most 

pressing concern was how to bring women 
entrepreneurs into global supply chains. As 
a result, the Foundation set out to study a 
case example of women entrepreneurs in a 
single emerging economy, Mexico.

Mexico was selected for several reasons:
 Examining entrepreneurs in a single 

country provides a 360-degree 
perspective of an emerging economy, and 
Mexico presents significant opportunity 
to buy from women-owned businesses.

 Choosing Mexico allowed us to 
investigate a country where we could 

work with the Association of American 
Chambers of Commerce in Latin America 
(AACCLA) and U.S.-Mexico Leadership 
Initiative (USMLI), and where the 
language barrier is easier to overcome. 

 Mexico is experiencing surprising levels 
of interest in terms of empowering 
women entrepreneurs. In fact, as this 
research started, a very promising study 
was identified. The study is currently 
in progress and is being conducted by 
the Aspen Network of Development 
Entrepreneurs (ANDE), Banorte Mexico, 
and Value for Women (V4W). USCCF 
is partnering with this collaboration to 
provide background information that 
supports the larger project they are 
conducting in Mexico. 

METHODS
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The report is based on three kinds of 
analyses:

 Nationally representative statistics on 
the Mexican population were analyzed. 
Household surveys were used to gain 
the most complete picture of economic 
activity in Mexico. Firm-level surveys 
often miss businesses working in the 
informal sector. Household-level surveys 
help avoid this problem and also provide 
more context about the structure of a 
businesswoman’s household.4 

 Literature on entrepreneurship around 
the globe was reviewed to learn about 
the status of women entrepreneurs 
internationally and the barriers to their 
economic growth. The literature search 
combined independent searches by 
USCCF with a list of important studies 
from the United Nations Foundation and 
ExxonMobil (A Roadmap for Promoting 
Women’s Economic Empowerment) and 
a literature review from our partners at 
V4W, ANDE, and Banorte Mexico.5 In all, 
the research analyzed 35 articles totaling 
more than 1,700 pages.

 Interviews were conducted with business 
leaders, financial experts, and academics 
about the role of women-owned 
businesses in Mexico.

After statistics, research data, and insights 
from experts were collected, the study 
investigated the most significant challenges 
for women-owned businesses and the 
potential avenues for increasing their 
capacities. The following sections take these 
analyses and translate them into guidance 
for international businesses looking to source 
from women-owned businesses in Mexico.6

A complete list of our reviewed literature can 
be found at the end of this report in Appendix 
II—Important Literature
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T
he development community 
shows growing enthusiasm for 
empowering women through market 
mechanisms. Helping women grow 

their businesses can provide sustained 
empowerment beyond philanthropy and aid. 
The growth of microfinance is an example 
of this turn to market solutions. Similarly, 
supplier diversity programs are emerging 
at large international companies. Within 
these programs, buyers are trained on how 
to purchase from diverse suppliers, and 
potential women suppliers are trained on 
how to best pitch their products. 

With this new enthusiasm for market 
mechanisms comes recognition of 
the limitations faced by international 
businesswomen. It is commonly noted that 
women entrepreneurs lack access both to 
finance and to international buyers making 
large purchase orders. Also, they face 
legal and social impediments to operating 
a business. Women often wish to avoid 
identifying themselves as a business owner 
for fear of social stigma or violence, making 
it difficult to bring them into supplier diversity 
programs. Similarly, many businesswomen 
operate in the informal economy and do 

THE CHALLENGES OF FINDING INTERNATIONAL WOMEN 
SUPPLIERS
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not wish to formally identify as a woman-
owned business for fear of exposing their 
operations to official scrutiny. These are only 
the most prominent challenges that women 
entrepreneurs face.

The most fundamental challenge to 
working with women-owned businesses is 
sometimes forgotten—actually finding them. 
First, companies must find women-owned 
businesses to buy something from in the 
first place. In the case of Mexico, much of 
the academic literature shows that there are 
few businesswomen ready to supply large 
international corporations. An analysis of the 
statistics unfortunately concurs.

Based on 2013 statistics, an international 
company looking to buy from Mexican 
women suppliers would find that 27% of 
Mexico’s workforce is composed of business 
owners.7 But, of course, many of these 
business owners are men. For a company 
looking to support women, it would find that 
women business owners represent 9.7% 
of Mexico’s workforce. Furthermore, our 
hypothetical buyer would find that most of 
the women entrepreneurs in Mexico only 
employ themselves. To buy from a woman 
who employs a worker other than herself, that 
perspective buyer is now down to roughly 1% 
of the Mexican workforce. Most international 
corporations, though, need large suppliers to 
fill their orders. Looking for companies that 
employ at least 50 workers, our hypothetical 
buyer would find that only .005% of the 
Mexican workforce is made up of women 
employing at least 50 workers. Put another 
way, the women that international companies 
would like to buy from represent 1/20,000th 
of the working population of Mexico.

Compounding the challenge, most of 
Mexico’s women entrepreneurs are not in 
the primary or secondary sectors of the 
economy, where they extract or refine raw 
materials, or manufacture raw materials 
into products. These are the sectors that 
are the main interests of international 
corporate buyers. Instead, 81% of women 
employers are in the tertiary sector of 
trade, retail, and services.8 This means 
that, of the already small number of 
businesswomen in Mexico, most of them 
are providing services, trading, or selling 
goods to Mexican consumers.

Currently, there are organizations in Mexico 
working to canvas Mexican businesswomen 
and to build databases of potential women 
suppliers. WEConnect International, for 
instance, is diligently working to identify 
women suppliers, help them connect with 
international buyers, and build networks 
of support between them. Yet much work 
remains to build a comprehensive base of 
women suppliers in the country.

The challenges of identifying women 
suppliers are not exclusive to Mexico. In 
emerging economies in Latin America, men 
outnumber women business owners by large 
proportions, especially as business size 
increases. (See Figure 1)

The greatest challenge faced by 
corporations looking to support international 
businesswomen may not be buying from 
them, but simply finding them. Given the 
difficulty in identifying women-owned 
businesses, two questions present 
themselves, and the rest of this report will 
concentrate on them in turn:

 How do you find the international 
businesswomen who are ready to supply 
global buyers?

 How do you increase the stock 
of potential women suppliers by 
empowering more entrepreneurs?

Put another way, the women that international 
companies would like to buy from represent 
1/20,000th of the working population of Mexico.
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Figure 1 – The Percentage of Firm Owners in Latin America that are Women by Size of Firm9 

The greatest challenge faced by corporations looking to support international businesswomen may not be 
buying from them, but simply finding them.
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T
o address the challenge of finding 
international businesswomen ready 
to be suppliers, buyers need to 
discover the characteristics that 

identify potential women suppliers and the 
places they should look for them. To that 
end, data from Mexico’s federal statistical 
agency, Instituto Nacional de Estadística 
y Geografía (INEGI—The National Institute 
of Statistics and Geography, was analyzed 
to identify where women business owners 
are concentrated and the features that 
differentiate them. During many of these 
analyses, women with larger businesses 
(at least six employees) were broken out to 
see how they differ from smaller business 
owners. 

Additionally, interviews were conducted with 
researchers, scholars, representatives from 
financial institutions, and representatives 
of companies with women empowerment 
programs. These people offered 

suggestions on how to connect with women 
entrepreneurs.

Characteristics of Women Entrepreneurs

Location
Table 1 lists estimates for the number of 
women employers in each Mexican state 
who employ six or more workers. From 
the table, it is easy to see that women 
employers are not equally distributed around 
the country. Four states – México, Jalisco, 
Guanajuato, and Sonora – are home to 
more than a third of all women who employ 
at least six workers. Half of these women 
employers are concentrated in seven out of 
32 states. 

FINDING INTERNATIONAL BUSINESSWOMEN READY  
TO SUPPLY

Four states – México, Jalisco, Guanajuato, and 
Sonora – are home to more than a third of all 
women who employ at least six workers. 
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Table 1 – Women Owned Businesses With Six or More Workers by State

State Total Women-owned 
Businesses  

(6+ Employees)

Percentage of all Women-
owned Businesses  

(6+ Employees)

Percentage of 
Total Mexican 

Population

México 6,195 12.2% 13.8%

Jalisco 5,302 10.5 6.5

Guanajuato 3,293 6.5 4.8

Sonora 3,168 6.3 2.4

Nuevo León 2,614 5.2 4.2

Veracruz 2,251 4.4 6.7

Yucatán 2,225 4.4 1.7

Distrito Federal 2,142 4.2 7.5

Coahuila 2,118 4.2 2.4

Puebla 1,817 3.6 5.1

Baja California 1,661 3.3 2.9

Quintana Roo 1,559 3.1 1.3

Nayarit 1,395 2.8 1.0

Sinaloa 1,376 2.7 2.5

Chihuahua 1,300 2.6 3.1

Tabasco 1,219 2.4 2.0

Tamaulipas 1,080 2.1 2.9

Michoacán 1,069 2.1 3.8

Morelos 1,066 2.1 1.6

Baja California Sur 916 1.8 0.6

San Luis Potosí 900 1.8 2.3

Oaxaca 826 1.6 3.3

Colima 681 1.3 0.6

Aguascalientes 660 1.3 1.1

Querétaro 656 1.3 1.6

Tlaxcala 649 1.3 1.1

Durango 619 1.2 1.5

Chiapas 511 1.0 4.3

Hidalgo 425 0.8 2.4

Zacatecas 400 0.8 1.3

Campeche 286 0.6 0.7

Guerrero 276 0.5 3.0

TOTAL 50,655 100.00 100.00
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What’s more, the disparities by region are 
not wholly related to differences in the total 
population of the states. For instance, the 
state of Jalisco has 10.5% of Mexico’s 
women who run larger companies, but 
only represents 6.5% of the country’s total 
population. Both Veracruz and Yucatán 
have an equal percentage of Mexico’s 
women who run larger companies (4.4%). 
However, women are underrepresented in 
Veracruz, which holds 6.7% of Mexico’s total 
population, and overrepresented in Yucatán, 
which holds just 1.7% of Mexico’s population.

Education
Women employing at least six workers are 
significantly more educated than those who 
do not. Among women with six or more 
workers, 72% have completed high school 
or better. Among those with fewer workers, 
only 33% have completed high school or 
better. Women with six or more workers also 
have more education than salaried women 
and women who are unemployed. Hence, 
we expect that larger women-owned firms 
are more likely ran by women with higher 
levels of education. 

Family Composition
A woman in Mexico who owns a business 
is more likely to have children at home than 
a woman in Mexico who does not own a 
business. For organizations looking to find or 
work with women business owners in Mexico, 
this is important to keep in mind.

Figure 2 shows the percentage of women 
who are business owners grouped by 
number of children living at home. Women 
with three children are the most frequent 
business owners. The curvature in the figure 
(first rising then falling) suggests that two 
countervailing forces are at work. 

On the one hand, the dominant expectation 
in Mexico is that a woman will be the 
primary caregiver in the family. As a result, 
owning a business is attractive for the 
flexibility it affords, both in regards to time 
and location. The literature supports the fact 
that women with more, and younger, children 
in their family have a greater preference for  
owning a business.10 In addition, women 
with children may want to become more 
economically independent, or start a 

Figure 2 – Percentage of Women With a Specific Number of Children at Home who Own  
a Business
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long-term business that will offer a good 
economic outlet for their children. 

On the other hand, the more children a 
family has, the more difficult it becomes to 
run a business because the demands of 
running a larger household make it harder to 
concentrate on a business. Thus, we see that 
the curve turns downward after three children. 
It seems that each additional child decreases 
the capacity for running a business.

Figure 3 looks at the same issue differently. 
It shows the total number of women 
employers in Mexico, by the number of 
children in their family. 

Figure 3 shows that the majority of women 
entrepreneurs have two or three children at 
home (approximately 216,000 combined). 
Those women represent around 50% of all 
women entrepreneurs. Only 12% of women 

entrepreneurs have no children, while 
women with one to four children represent 
about 75% of women entrepreneurs. 
Moreover, women entrepreneurs are more 
likely to have children than the population 
of Mexican women as a whole. Among the 
population of all adult women in Mexico, 
26% have two or three children, and 42% 
have one to four. Among all women, 26% do 
not have a child at home.11 

Based on these numbers, one should expect 
that women business owners in Mexico are 
very likely to have at least one child, and 
possibly up to four or five children. They 

Based on these numbers, one should expect 
that women business owners in Mexico are very 
likely to have at least one child, and possibly up 
to four or five children. 

For more on the history and context of federal government support of SMEs in Mexico, see Appendix I.

Figure 3 – Number of Women With a Specific Number of Children at Home Who Own  
a Business

N
um

b
er

 o
f 

W
o

m
en

 B
us

in
es

s 
O

w
ne

rs

Number of Children

120,000

100,000

80,000

60,000

40,000

20,000

0.0%

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10



14       From Millions to Billions: Scaling Up Women’s Empowerment Globally

PARTNER ORGANIZATIONS

 WEConnect International is a corporate 
led non-profit that identifies, educates, 
and certifies women’s business 
enterprises around the world and 
introduces them to corporate members 
representing $700 billion in annual 
spending. Its programming in Mexico is 
new, but it has a long, successful track 
record in other countries, including Brazil, 
Chile, and India.

 Aspen Network of Development 
Entrepreneurs (ANDE) is a global 
network of organizations that propel 
entrepreneurship in emerging markets. 
ANDE members provide critical financial, 
educational, and business support 
services to small and growing businesses 
(SGBs) based on the conviction that 
SGBs will create jobs, stimulate long-
term economic growth, and produce 
environmental and social benefits. 

 Value for Women concentrates on 
developing the long term capacity of 
organizations who support women 
entrepreneurs through research and 
development, specialized technical 
services, and long-term technical 
support.

 Vital Voices works on programming 
to improve the lives of all women in 
144 countries, but in the realm of 
entrepreneurship, they offer training in 
development, marketing, and business 
skills. They also focus on mentoring 
networks to help connect women owned 
businesses to each other, mentors, and 
potential suppliers. 

 The Global Fairness Initiative (GFI) has a 
broad spectrum of programming to help 
improve the economic and social status 
of women around the world. For women 

entrepreneurs, GFI works to increase 
the capacity of producers and help bring 
their products to market. 

 American Chamber of Commerce of 
Mexico (AmCham Mexico) is the oldest 
American Chamber of Commerce outside 
of the United States. It offers a framework 
for members to come together to meet, 
discuss and work on matters of common 
interest. The AmCham and its regional 
chapters are excellent for tapping into 
preexisting business networks, and could 
provide unparalleled connections for 
women-owned businesses. 

 ExxonMobil Foundation finds and 
supports women-owned enterprises 
through their Women’s Economic 
Opportunity Initiative (WEOI). They work 
to increase their capacity, assist with 
nonprofits doing similar work and fund 
a considerable amount of research on 
this topic. 

 Goldman Sachs 10,000 Women is 
a program designed to give women 
entrepreneurs around the world access to 
business education and financial literacy, 
business networks, and capital planning.

 WEAmericas is operated by the U.S. 
State Department, and provides 
training, mentoring, market access, 
and credit access to small and medium 
sized businesses owned by women in 
the Latin America and the Caribbean. 
Their partners include the Cherie Blair 
Foundation for Women, Exxon-Mobil 
Foundation, Goldman Sachs 10,000 
Women, International Development 
Bank, Kauffman FastTrac, Thunderbird 
School of Global Management, Vital 
Voices, Walmart Foundation, and 
WEConnect International.
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are also likely to have more children than 
the average Mexican woman. Based on 
further exploration into larger employers (not 
shown), the same trend exists. Of women 
who employ at least six workers, only 
20% have no children. 80% have at least 
one child, with three children being most 
common (approximately 30%).12 

Resources
After combining our findings with feedback 
from experts on the Mexican economy, 
several institutions stand out as resources 
for finding women business owners.

Colleges and Universities
Evidence shows that women entrepreneurs 
with larger companies tend to be better 
educated. This suggests that colleges and 
universities may be a fruitful place to look for 
future suppliers. One organization in particular 
was recommended to us–the EGADE 
Business School at the Monterrey Institute of 
Technology. On average, women compose 
40% of its admitted students, which is a 
relatively high percentage for a business 
school, even by international standards. 

Government Programs
For the past 13 years, the Mexican 
government has been operating a number 
of programs designed to help develop small 
and medium enterprises (SMEs). Many of 
these started as a part of the Mexican five-
year plans for its economy and include a 
national development fund for SMEs, the 
Fondo de Apoyo Para la Micro, Pequeña y 
Mediana Empresa (FONDO PyME – Support 
Fund for Micro, Small, and Medium 
Enterprises); programs to help educate 
business owners and increase capacity 
for micro enterprises; a national and state 
network program for SMEs and business 
incubators and consultants to support them; 
and specific assistance for high potential 
SMEs (so-called Gazelle enterprises) and 
local large companies with many SMEs 
in their supply chains (so-called Tractor 

enterprises). Due to the success of these 
programs, there are hundreds of thousands 
of women-owned businesses that receive 
some form of programmatic assistance 
from the federal government. Working 
with government agencies or any of the 
consultants or trainers in their SME network 
could help find women-owned businesses 
ready to join an international supply chain.
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International Organizations
One of the most practical ways to find 
women suppliers is to work with the 
organizations striving to empower them 
through on-the-ground services. Page 
14 lists a small selection of international 
organizations looking to either identify 
women-owned businesses or increase 
their capacity.

Financial Institutions
On first blush, it may seem that financial 
institutions are a natural place to find 
women who are looking to grow their 
businesses. Women applying for microloans 
or business loans are ideal candidates 
for becoming certified as women-owned 
suppliers. However, in conversations with 
financial institutions, it is clear that they 
face challenges in directing women to 
participate in supplier-diversity programs. 
In particular, promoting these programs 
(even implicitly) could be regarded as a 
tacit endorsement of a business practice. 
Any recommended business practice 

opens a financial institution to liability if 
that practice turns out to be unprofitable. 
While there is probably room for more 
collaboration between supplier diversity 
programs and Mexican financial institutions, 
such collaborations must be based on an 
understanding about the legal limitations 
faced by financial institutions.

Creative Solutions
It is likely that there are undiscovered ways 
to find women suppliers. More research is 
needed to uncover new methods to identify 
and certify women-owned businesses. While 
it seems a daunting task to find suppliers, 
innovative ways to reach them must be 
available. For instance, social media may 
be a place to try and find those who identify 
as businesswomen. If businesswomen are 
in manufacturing, they need facilities; so 
perhaps property experts could be a source 
for identifying suppliers through the facilities 
businesswomen rent or buy. There is room 
for experimentation to uncover the networks 
that connect to the right businesswomen. 
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HOW TO EMPOWER MORE WOMEN ENTREPRENEURS

T
his report began by listing the 
challenges for finding international 
women suppliers. This led to two 
questions. The first was about how 

to find women entrepreneurs who are ready 
to be large suppliers. The second was 
about changing the dynamic in emerging 
economies to create more businesswomen. 
To answer the second question, this project 
collected the best evidence about what is 
holding back women entrepreneurs and 
what corporations need to do to overcome 
these roadblocks.

Challenges
Many factors are holding back 
businesswomen around the world. Our 
research identified several that corporations 

may tackle. The following analysis is based 
on a review of 35 documents amounting to 
roughly 1,700 pages. These documents were 
culled from a much larger list of potential 
documents suggested by research partners 
and independent searches by USCCF, 
and include sources that concentrate on 
some combination of women entrepreneurs 
around the world, the development of small 
and medium businesses, and the Mexican 
business environment. Table 2 shows 11 
commonly listed challenges faced by women 
entrepreneurs, according to the documents 
reviewed. 

Lack of Finance
Finance and credit were the challenges 
most consistently referenced in the 
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documents analyzed. Women-owned 
businesses cannot thrive and grow if they 
lack capital or credit to expand. In Mexico, 
women face challenges encountered 
by all small business owners, and a few 
challenges that are unique to women. 
For example, women often suffer from 
lower financial literacy than men, and 
sometimes experience direct discrimination 
when trying to secure a loan. These 
challenges make it more difficult for 
women entrepreneurs in Mexico to secure 
conventional business funding from the 
private sector.

In addition, women also face a 
“microfinance gap.” The existence of this 
commonly cited phenomenon was directly 
confirmed through an interview with the 
largest microfinance institution in Mexico, 
Compartamos Banco. Microfinance 
opportunities in Mexico top out at $2,000 

USD and usually carry relatively high 
interest. Mexican banks start offering small 
business loans at $10,000 USD. If you are 
a growing, woman-owned microenterprise, 
you have a real issue finding the financial 
capacity necessary to graduate to a small 
business. 

Evidence is mixed on whether women 
experience direct discrimination when 
applying for financing in Mexico. Many 
studies show that women receive equal 
access to financing compared with 
equivalent male businesses.13 However, there 
are cultural challenges that make it difficult 
for women to access finance. For instance, 
the tendency for families to leave property to 
male descendants means that women have 
less collateral to borrow against. Even if men 
and women with low collateral are treated 
the same, the tendency for women to have 
less collateral is a disadvantage.

Table 2—Challenges Faced by Women Entrepreneurs as Listed in the Source Base

Challenge
Number of Documents Mentioning 

the Challenge

Lack of Finance 22

Lower Education Levels 17

Family 14

Gendered Culture 13

Lack of Market Orientation 13

Legal Impediments 12

Lack of Network 11

Discrimination 7

A Focus on the Wrong Sectors 7

Risk Aversion/Fear 3

Lack of Internationalization 2
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Lower Education Levels
In Latin America, women entrepreneurs have 
lower levels of advanced education than 
male entrepreneurs.14 Gender differences 
in formal education can result in structural 
limitations for women across a number 
of factors key to entrepreneurship. Most 
notably, it will be hard (if not impossible) 
for women to enter knowledge-intensive 
industries (e.g., engineering, biomedicine) 
if they lack proper training. Also, women 
with lower education levels may appear as 
greater risks to financiers.15 What’s more, 
formal education brings many additional 
benefits besides a diploma. Attending 
college brings connections to other well-
educated individuals and financial literacy 
and management training can be gained 
through coursework. Formal education may 
also expand one’s horizons to consider 
bigger ventures.

Family
Caregiving for family was another challenge 
commonly mentioned in the literature. 
Repeatedly, authors pointed out that 
caregiving responsibilities predominantly 
fall to women in emerging economies. 
Women are expected to take care of 
domestic responsibilities, such as caring 
for children and the elderly as well as 
maintaining the home. 

The time and money devoted to caring for 
dependents detracts from the resources 
necessary for developing a business and 
limits both time and money to access higher 
levels of education. Also, the need to stick 
close to home and have flexible scheduling 
directs women entrepreneurs into business 
sectors that are highly competitive and 
unlikely to grow (e.g., the service sector).

In one study, a regression analysis examined 
the competitiveness of male- and female-
owned firms. It found that the presence of 
children accounts for about 30% to 40% 
of the size and profit difference between 
female- and male-owned firms.16

As shown by earlier analysis, the vast 
majority of women entrepreneurs in Mexico 
have multiple children. The role of women 
entrepreneurs as mothers and primary 
caregivers must be taken into account by 
programs aimed at increasing the number of 
women suppliers.

Gendered Culture
Many documents referenced that an overall 
cultural image of women affected the rates 
of entrepreneurship. Girls raised in this 
culture can grow up feeling less comfortable 
in starting and developing a business 
compared with their male counterparts. 
Women who run businesses may encounter 
subtle resistance from male peers who 
regard women as inferior business owners.

Several studies purport that women 
entrepreneurs demonstrate greater risk 
aversion when it comes to growing their 
businesses. The source of this greater fear 
has yet to be determined definitively.17 
Overall, according to the studies, women 
also show lower levels of market orientation. 
They report less interest in growing their 
businesses, and more of them report running 
a business out of necessity rather than out 
of opportunity. 

Legal Impediments
A major impediment to many 
businesswomen is simply that the laws 
in their country explicitly or implicitly 
disadvantage them. For instance, in 
many emerging economies around the 
world, women are not legally permitted to 
hold certain jobs. This is not the case in 
Mexico, which enjoys comparatively few 
gender-specific legal restrictions. In fact, 
in the World Bank’s yearly study of legal 
impediments facing women who want to 
conduct business, Mexico received a top 

If you are a growing, woman-owned 
microenterprise, you have a real issue finding 
the financial capacity necessary to graduate to a 
small business. 
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ranking by having no legal differences 
between men and women in business 
and economic rights, including property 
ownership, labor rights, and business 
registration. In fact, on this measure Mexico 
ranks higher than the United States.18 

Lack of Network
Women appear more disconnected from 
other entrepreneurs than their male 
counterparts.19 Networks are powerful 
conduits of information and resources. 
Knowing other entrepreneurs helps 
them to form images of what successful 
entrepreneurs look like. Strong networks 
can pass helpful information about running 
a business, insights about growing trends, 
and provide emotional support in the face 
of difficulties. The lack of support networks 
may be one of the most invisible challenges 
faced by women entrepreneurs in Mexico 
and other emerging economies
.
Discrimination
While overt gender discrimination appears 
to have been reduced in many economies 
worldwide, it persists in some societal 
aspects. Cultural norms often create a 
society where women are seen as inferior 
business leaders because they should be 
concentrating solely on the family. This 
cultural impact can resonate in the business 
world, where women business owners 
may be kept out of business organizations, 
or clients may be disinclined to conduct 
business. It can also resonate in the financial 
world, as women may be perceived as less 
creditworthy for business loans for non-
economic reasons.

Focus on the Wrong Sectors
The tendency of women to focus on 
services and trade businesses means they 
face tough competition and little growth 
potential. The reasons why they focus on 
these sectors are related to other challenges 
already mentioned, including the desire for 
flexibility when acting as the household’s 
primary caretaker. 

The other sense in which women are 
in the “wrong” sector relates to their 
overrepresentation in the informal economy, 
primarily by producing their goods or 
services without registering with any 
government or tax agency.20 Running 
informal businesses means that women 
will not be able to use many resources like 
formal finance or government programs to 
assist microenterprises.

Lack of Internationalization
Although it was only mentioned in one 
document reviewed in this research, a 
key problem for buying from women 
entrepreneurs is a lack of internationalization. 
To supply global demand, women must have 
the technical and legal capacity to export 
their products. In Latin America, fewer 
women intend to export than men, although 
the percentages of men and women with an 
intention to export are both quite low.21 

Solutions
The literature reviewed not only listed 
the challenges faced by women, but also 
solutions to those challenges. Table 3 shows 
the frequency with which certain solution 
strategies were mentioned in the documents. 
Not every strategy listed is ideal for every 
woman-owned business. It is likely that the 
best strategies need to be tailored according 
to business size and other societal and 
environmental factors.22 

Finance
Clearly, one of the key means to help a 
business grow is to provide its owner 
with the resources necessary to finance 

To supply global demand, women must have 
the technical and legal capacity to export their 
products. In Latin America, fewer women intend 
to export than men, although the percentages of 
men and women with an intention to export are 
both quite low. 
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expansion. While microfinance has grown 
dramatically, many people are pointing 
to the need for better solutions. First, the 
high interest rates on microfinance loans 
can impede growth. Second, there is a 
notable microfinance gap that exists in the 
range between a couple thousand dollars 
and tens of thousands of dollars. Finding 
ways to create new finance options to meet 
this middle ground could be revolutionary. 
Bringing more incubators and venture 
capital to microenterprises may also enable 
the most promising ventures to grow into 
small (and hopefully large) businesses. It 
is also important to make sure that the 
women who own those small businesses 
have the financial literacy to take that 
assistance as far as possible, both in terms 
of intelligent capital usage and general 
business know-how.

For many growing organizations, 
difficulty comes with their first purchase 

order. Often, when a major international 
corporation makes its first purchase with 
a smaller business, it may require more 
production than that small business can 
handle. Finding ways to leverage the future 
benefits of the sale so that the smaller 
business can expand its production ahead 
of time can be useful when a purchase 
order is received.

Training and Consulting
To help women overcome challenges 
to grow their business, many articles 
suggest business training or consulting. 
Training includes educating women on 
business operations like tracking inventory, 
bookkeeping, and understanding finance. 
Consulting services are promoted to help 
businesswomen tackle specific issues in 
their operations. 

Comprehensive reviews of these services, 
however, show mixed results. Sometimes 

Table 3—Possible Solutions for Empowering Women Entrepreneurs as Listed in the  
Source Base

Solution
Number of Documents Mentioning 

the Solution

Finance 20

Training 18

Build Networks 13

Policy and Governmental Programs 13

Higher Education Level or Different Education 13

Change culture 12

Family Care 8

Consulting 6

Census of Women Businesses 4

Industry Switching 1
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the benefit of a program is short lived. 
Sometimes it improves operations and 
profitability, but does not lead to hiring more 
employees or growing the business. In an 
article reviewing the outcomes of multiple 
programs, the authors note that training 
programs need to be systematized and 
tailored to the specific needs of the business 
and the community.23

Build Networks
Evidence shows that women have weaker 
networks when it comes to meeting other 
entrepreneurs. One way to empower 
businesswomen would be to convene them 
in networks so that they can share resources 
and ideas. Connecting women business 
owners to appropriate networks is another 
way to increase their potential and visibility. 
In particular, women can be encouraged to 
join business associations (e.g., American 
Chambers of Commerce) and supplier diversity 
programs (e.g., WEConnect International). 

Collectivization is another approach for 
joining women together, especially in 
agriculture. The idea behind collectivization 
holds that joining many small businesses 
together enables them to meet the demands 
of large international suppliers. But, there 
are questions about the effectiveness of this 
straightforward approach. 

First, the leadership of collectives is often 
contentious. Who should head a collective of 
women-owned businesses? Why should that 
leadership be given control? Debates over 
leadership are common.24

Second, if most small women-owned 
businesses are not producing products 
needed by the international community, 

simply aggregating many of them together 
will not solve the issue. 

Third, collectives are unattractive for 
financiers, because it can be difficult 
to determine the legal responsibility of 
individual members.

The establishment of business incubators 
is a different approach potentially 
worth expanding. Though the Mexican 
government has established a network of 
business incubators around the country 
to help the development of small and 
medium-size businesses, more specific 
business incubators could be established 
in the Mexican states where women 
microenterprises are concentrated. As in 
the United States, these incubators would 
encourage development for the most 
promising microenterprises to gain the 
prominence they require for venture capital 
to find them, while providing them with the 
facilities and networking they need to grow.

Policy and Governmental Programs
Many of the authors in this review identify 
government programs in place to help small 
businesses generally and women-owned 
ones specifically. The authors either believe 
that these programs work and just need 
more power behind them, or that they do 
not work and need to be reformulated to 
encourage smarter business creation. Few 
of those programs concentrate on women-
owned businesses specifically, even though 
women make up a majority of the small 
business owners in Mexico. Many sources 
argue that programs specifically for women-
owned businesses will effectively solve 
other problems, such as financial access, 
education, and culture.

Higher Education Levels or Different 
Educations
Education is clearly a mechanism for 
empowerment around the world. Changing 
the expectations for girls to pursue higher 
levels of education and different kinds of 
education was frequently cited as a way 

Finding ways to leverage the future benefits 
of the sale so that the smaller business can 
expand its production ahead of time can be 
useful when a purchase order is received.
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to empower more of them to become 
entrepreneurs. In addition, improving the 
financial literacy of women can make them 
better prepared to own a business by 
teaching them the basics of accounting 
and borrowing capital. The multiple benefits 
of education make it a strong lever for 
changing women’s entrepreneurism and 
empowerment.

Change culture
If an adverse cultural environment is one 
of the great challenges facing women 
entrepreneurs, it stands to reason that 
trying to change that culture would 
be helpful. While it is recognized that 
changing cultural values is difficult, options 
mentioned in the literature include creating 
role models in the media.

Family Care
Finding the solution to the issue of family 
care is challenging. Simply providing 
childcare services is not enough. As long 
as cultural expectations hold that women 
should be primary caretakers, childcare 
services will not be socially accepted 
enough to have a significant impact. 
Similarly, messaging efforts to change 
ideas about family planning and women’s 
roles in the household have been under 
way for decades. Slow progress has been 
accomplished in many ways, and women’s 
roles have shifted incrementally. Yet, the 
burden of primary childcare still is one of the 
largest and most persistent factors affecting 
women’s entrepreneurship.

The evidence implicitly suggests one 
potential avenue to address this problem. 

It appears that women tend to invest more 
of their financial resources in family and 
community than men. While this is generally 
regarded as positive, it detracts from 
expanding a business.25 More specifically, 
some reports find that shifting the focus of 
women to expanding their business instead 
of just maintaining one may simultaneously 
empower them within their households and 
communities. Incorporating changes in those 
home-based responsibilities should be an 
important aspect of any training programs 
and other assistance given to women 
entrepreneurs.

Census of Women Businesses
One way that the literature suggested to 
help find women that own businesses and 
to encourage them to interact is simply 
to create a list of them. Earlier attempts, 
both by government agencies and outside 
third parties, have fallen short because 
of concerns by the women who own 
businesses to publicize their operations. 
However, more recent attempts, including 
one by WEConnect International promises to 
be more complete in its work since it has a 
complete structure to find the women-owned 
businesses.

Industry Switching
Although considered in only one of the articles 
reviewed, the issue of getting women to 
switch to more profitable industries presents 
significant promise. In one study, researchers 
investigated women owning businesses 
in male-dominated industries, “crossover 
entrepreneurs,” and compared them with 
women working in traditional industries.26 
They claimed that the crossover entrepreneurs 
seem to have better information (they know 
that nontraditional sectors are more profitable), 
better human and economic capital, and 
benefit from the right type of mentorship and 
exposure. Taking these findings to heart, 
it may be possible to get more women to 
crossover into male-dominated industries 
where they will experience higher profitability 
and more business growth.

More specifically, this reports finds that 
shifting the focus of women to expanding their 
business instead of just maintaining one may 
simultaneously empower them within their 
households and communities
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CONCLUSION

T
his report identifies several key 
findings about purchasing from 
women-owned businesses in 
emerging economies, and Mexico 

in particular.

First, the literature on supplier diversity 
indicates that there is a tendency to focus 
on the challenges of working with women 
suppliers. Yet the primary difficulty in buying 
from women suppliers is that relatively few of 
them exist. More attention needs to be paid 
to the difficulty of finding women suppliers 
internationally, and to how more women 
suppliers can be generated. 

Second, research has identified distinct 
characteristics of businesswomen that 

distinguish them from the general population 
of women in Mexico. These include higher 
education levels, having two or three children, 
and living in a subset of Mexican states. 
These characteristics can help identify where 
to look when creating a database of potential 
women suppliers.

Third, there are key roadblocks that 
businesswomen face in emerging economies, 
including a lack of access to finance, lower 
education levels, and the difficulties of being 
the primary caretaker in a household. Experts 
also identify solutions for circumventing 
these roadblocks. These include bridging 
the microfinance gap, providing training 
and consulting, and building networks of 
businesswomen. Understanding the best 
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solutions will help international supplier 
diversity programs become as advanced as 
their domestic counterparts.

Follow-Up Questions
Based on the research, the following 
are ideas and questions that should be 
addressed as corporations seek to source 
from more businesswomen in emerging 
economies like Mexico.

Why Do You Want to Support Women-Owned 
Businesses?
At an International Women’s Day forum at the 
United Nations in 2014, Master of Ceremonies 
Carolyn Buck Luce (Managing Partner of 
Imaginal Labs) asked a pointed question to 
the audience: for what purpose do you want 
to empower women? In asking this question, 
she was asking each audience member to 
step back and evaluate their goals precisely. 
The same question could be asked about 
supporting women-owned businesses: why 
do you want to buy from women suppliers? 
The details of how to move forward with 
buying from women rely on knowing your 
goals in doing so. 

Consider why a corporation may want 
to buy from women, and how these 
various goals lead to different strategies. 
If the goal is to support women-owned 
businesses because your corporation 
has the capacity to source from them, 
then you will benefit from organizations 
like WEConnect International and 
recommendations from groups like ANDE 
and Value for Women. If your goal is to 
support a general entrepreneurial spirit 
amongst women, then you will benefit from 
spreading resources between buying from 
women-owned businesses and supporting 
programs that help interested women 
become business owners, either in higher 
educational programs or through other local 
programming. If your goal is to support 
women in general, then in addition to 
supporting women-owned businesses, you 
would benefit from supporting companies 
with a large number of female employees 

and managers, even if they do not have 
majority female ownership. You would also 
benefit from programs that help women to 
be better educated, to find salaried jobs, 
to move into higher positions of authority 
within existing jobs, and to get greater 
representation in legislative bodies.

Once a corporation has decided that its 
goal is to buy from women suppliers, more 
questions remain as goals become specific. 
For instance, is the sole goal to source from 
the limited number of women suppliers that 
exist? Or, is there interest in supporting 
programs that would increase the number of 
women suppliers, so there are more to source 
from in the future? We are approaching a time 
where simple calls for more financing, more 
interest in sourcing, and better training, will 
need to evolve into specific and detailed plans 
for achieving these high-level goals. 

What’s more, country-specific strategies will 
need to be developed based on particular 
conditions women face. Several great 
resources are already available for parsing out 
the issues facing women entrepreneurs on 
a country level, and offer country by country 
analysis of those issues:

 Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 
Women’s Report

 World Economic Forum: The Global 
Gender Gap Report

 International Finance Corporation: 
Women, Business, and the Law

 Global Entrepreneurship and 
Development Institute: The Gender 
Global Entrepreneurship and 
Development Index (GEDI)

Corporations hoping to establish supplier 
diversity programs internationally should 
consult these reports to understand the 
challenges faced by women in different 
countries around the world. 

How Can I Get More Involved?
Large international firms are most often looking 
to buy from women manufacturers. Thus, much 
can be accomplished by giving resources 



26       From Millions to Billions: Scaling Up Women’s Empowerment Globally

like consulting, training, financial literacy, and 
access to capital to women entrepreneurs 
working in the manufacturing sector. 
Descriptive statistics show, however, that most 
businesswomen in Mexico are in the service 
sector. Instead of trying to build the capacity of 
women manufacturers, the first step may be to 
connect small service sector entrepreneurs to 
larger supply chains in Mexico. Small women-
owned businesses could be linked to medium-
sized businesses, which could be linked to 
larger Mexican businesses. This development 
of business-to-business relationships would 
create intermediate steps that offer the large 
number of women-owned microenterprises a 
path to eventually supply larger supply chains. 

Some movement has been made in this 
direction as corporations extend supplier 
diversity programs beyond their own 
procurement into the procurement of their 
immediate suppliers. Influencing one’s 
suppliers to buy from more women-owned 
businesses will likely bring smaller women-
owned businesses into the value chain. 
While certainly helpful, this is still an indirect 
mechanism for linking smaller companies 
together with larger ones. A more proactive 
solution could be to support programs 
through Mexican business associations that 
specifically aim to link small women-owned 
businesses into the supply chains of medium-
size Mexican companies.

There are other ways that steps can be taken 
to grow capacity beyond the immediate 
action of buying products from women-
owned companies. Many women-owned 
enterprises in Mexico are in the wrong 
sectors to become international suppliers. 
Specifically, many are in the informal sector, 
and concentrate on trade or services. 
Programs aimed at switching women 

entrepreneurs to the formal sector, and into 
manufacturing, could increase the supply 
of women-owned businesses from which to 
source in the future.

Work With Competitors?
It is highly likely that major international 
corporations are sourcing from the same 
regions, and even the same factories, as 
their competitors. Often, a competitor shares 
the same commitment to empowering 
women as one’s own corporation. While 
working with one’s competitor has its 
challenges, it is possible that cooperation 
at a pre-competitive stage may benefit your 
mutual supplier diversity goals.

For example, it is common practice among 
some retailers in the United States to avoid 
their procurement becoming too high of a 
percentage of sales for any one company. 
It is risky when a supplier becomes too 
reliant upon the sales of one company. Some 
retailers even place limits on the share their 
procurement represents in a supplier’s total 
sales. If companies wish to avoid putting 
suppliers in risky positions, and they share 
a common goal with their competitors to 
increase women-owned businesses in global 
value chains, it makes sense to work with 
one’s competitors to ensure that women-
owned suppliers can sell to multiple outlets.

There Are Opportunities Now
Despite the challenges mentioned in this 
report, there are women entrepreneurs in 
Mexico who can likely supply international 
businesses right now. There are estimated 
to be nearly 1,000 women executives in 
Mexico employing more than 50 workers in a 
manufacturing company. It is no small task to 
find 1,000 women among 50 million working 
individuals in Mexico. But it is not impossible. 
Partnering with the right organizations, 
connecting to the best local institutions 
and networks, and working with strong 
international NGO partners, international 
corporations can connect with these 1,000 
women to transform their lives, the lives of 
their families, and their communities.

Despite the challenges mentioned in this 
report, there are women entrepreneurs in 
Mexico who can likely supply international 
businesses right now.
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What constitutes a Small and Medium 
Enterprise (SME)?
The definition of SMEs differs based on each 
country’s economy or the data available to 
sort them. Around the world, many groups 
sort enterprises by size based on the 
number of its employees. However, even 
within a country, that number can change 
based on who is doing the measuring. 
Sometimes “Small” is under 30, 20, or 10 
employees. Sometimes “Medium” is under 
100, 50, or 25 employees. Economies with a 
large number of very small enterprises, like 
Mexico, often include a “Micro” category 
that tops out at either 5 or 10 employees. 

To be more applicable to every economy, a 
number of global organizations, including 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), use a categorization 
that incorporates the number of employees, 
yearly sales, and industry sector.

Official Mexican Policies towards SMEs
The Mexican government started working 
to systematize its support of SMEs in 2001, 
with a new five-year policy framework, 
the Programa de Desarollo Empresarial 
(PRODEM - Entrepreneurial Development 
Plan), situated under its recurring five-

year economic plan, the Plan Nacional de 
Desarollo (PND—National Development 
Plan). In 2002, the Law for Development 
of the Competitiveness of Micro, Small 
and Medium Enterprises, that set up the 
development on the state and local level. 
The main goal was to remove barriers to 
enterprise creation; usher in programs for 
financial access, consultant and incubator 
support; and support export initiatives, 
which it funneled through its Fondo de 
Apoyo Para la Micro, Pequeña y Mediana 
Empresa (FONDO PyME—Support Fund for 
Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprises).28 
When that five-year program ended in 2006, 
OECD found that the number of SMEs 
benefitting from SME support programs 
across Mexico grew from 13,000 in 2001 to 
254,000 in 2006.

In 2007, the Ministry of Economy in Mexico 
started another five-year plan to continue 
the work of the PND. That plan worked to 
increase Mexico’s global economic standing 
and continued much of the work of the 
EDP to accomplish those goals through 
encouraging the development of SMEs. It 
offered significant development support to 
SMEs through its ProMexico programming 
and sorted other assistance through five 

APPENDIX I—BACKGROUND ON WOMEN-OWNED SMALL 
BUSINESSES IN MEXICO

Size Sector Range of Workers
Range of Annual Sales

MXN Million USD Millions

Micro All To 10 To 4 To ~0.3

Small
Trade 11 to 30

4.01 to 100 ~0.3 to 7.5Industry and 
Services

11 to 50

Medium

Trade 31 to 100

100.01 to 250 ~7.5 to 18.7Services 51 to 100

Industry 51 to 250

OECD Enterprise Categorization by Size (Mexico)27
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programs, the New Entrepreneurs National 
Program, the National Program for Micro-
Enterprises, the National SME program, the 
National Program for Gazelle Enterprises 
(“Gazelle” refers to an SME with particularly 
high potential for job growth) and National 
Program for Tractor Enterprises (“Tractor” 
refers to larger companies that would pull 
along SMEs in their supply chain).29

The newest version of PND (2013-2018) 
looks to continue much of that work, with 
small shifts in focus to increasing access to 
finance for SMEs with high growth potential 
and in the “green” industries, offering 

assistance with increasing sustainability 
of SMEs, increasing their access to the 
Internet, and ensuring domestic market 
“competitiveness,” which should help 
smaller businesses gain a stronger foothold 
in many markets.30 

Partially due to these policies in Mexico, the 
number of SMEs is growing quickly. Mexico 
has very high enterprise birth rates (81.5 new 
enterprises for every 1000 enterprises every 
year from 2003-2008) and low enterprise 
death rates (44.5 closed enterprises for 
every 1000 enterprises every year from 
2003-2008).31 

OECD in 2013 found that SMEs accounted 
for 99.8% of all enterprises and 72.3% of 
employment in Mexico. Specifically, Micro 
sized institutions (firms with 10 or fewer 
employees and less than 4 million (MXN) 
in annual sales by their definition) account 
for 96.1% of all businesses in Mexico. 
However, the OECD also found that micro 
sized firms in Mexico have exceedingly low 
productivity. They only contributed 18% of 
GDP output with 40% of the employment, 
and their productivity and profitability based 
on that measure actually declined in the last 
decade.32

By specifically supporting development and 
removal of legal and economic barriers, the 
government of Mexico has fostered a strong 
environment for SME creation and growth. 
Over the past decade, women in particular 
have taken advantage of this environment.

Women and Women-Owned SMEs in 
Mexico
According to the Global Gender Gap Report, 
which ranks 135 countries on 20 different 
criteria of gender equality, Mexico ranked 
84th out of 135, scoring particularly low on 
economic participation.33 However, in the 
realm of Mexico’s rapidly growing SME base, 
a growing share of these businesses are 
owned and operated by women. According 
to the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, in 
2001, there were 2.4 Mexican men engaged 
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in early stage entrepreneurship for every 
Mexican woman doing the same. In 2010, 
that ratio was 1.1 to 1. Today in Mexico, the 
number of entrepreneurs that are women is 
one of the highest in the world, and women 
run a majority of micro sized firms.

Part of the reason for women’s success 
in starting SMEs in Mexico is explained in 
the Gender Global Entrepreneurship and 
Development Index (G-GEDI), produced by 
the Global Entrepreneurship and Development 
Institute and Dell Women’s Entrepreneur 
Network, which concentrates on high 
potential entrepreneurship development in 
17 countries.34 In that index in 2013, Mexico 
ranked 5th in entrepreneurial environment, 
eco-system, and aspirations for women. 
This is higher than Mexico’s ranking of 10th 
in the overall GEDI ranking, which suggests 
that Mexico actually has a better business 
environment for female entrepreneurs than 
for male entrepreneurs. Mexico ranked 
particularly well in social networks (how 
many women knew entrepreneurs), highly 
educated female startups, and the number 
of female startups engaged in new product 
development. These points are affirmed 
by Rudi Loossens in High Growth SMEs, 
Innovation, Entrepreneurship and Intellectual 

Assets, who adds that new women-owned 
businesses in Mexico also benefit from a high 
level of using business consultants (thanks 
to the PND programming described in the 
previous section) and forming partnerships for 
management and funding.35 

When it comes to larger firms, there is a 
different story. The World Bank in 2010 
surveyed 1,480 firms in Mexico, including 
roughly the same number of small (5-19 
employees), medium (20-99 employees), and 
large (100+) firms, which will give large firms 
a disproportionate presence since they are 
actually significantly outnumbered by smaller 
firms in Mexico. The World Bank asked 
whether the firm had any female participation 
in ownership and if the firm had a female top 
manager. Regional results are below.

This gap of women business owners 
presents a challenge, which is addressed 
in this paper, building the capacity of small 
women-owned businesses to enter the 
supply chain of international corporations. 
By building off the successes and growth 
of the programs already listed here, 
international companies looking to include 
women-owned businesses in Mexico will be 
able to do so.

Subgroup
Percent of firms with some 

female ownership
Percent of firms with a 

female top manager

All Countries 36.6 18.5

Latin American and the Caribbean 40.4 20.8

Mexico 25.7 14.6
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The following table is a list of the literature 
that this research analyzed to survey the 
environment of women-owned businesses, 
both in general and in Latin America and 

Mexico. The first seven documents are the 
most important and accessible ones for 
individuals looking to know more about 
women-owned businesses around the world.

APPENDIX I I—IMPORTANT L ITERATURE

Title Author Publication

The Impact of Consulting Services on 
Small and Medium Enterprises: Evidence 
from a Randomized Trial in Mexico

Miriam Bruhn, Dean S. Karlan, 
Antoinette Schoar

Feb 2012

Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 2012 
Women’s Report

Babson College 2013

A Roadmap for Promoting Women’s 
Economic Empowerment

Mayra Buvinic, Rebecca Furst-Nichols 
and Emily Courey Pryor for the United 
Nations Foundation and ExxonMobil

2013

Investing in Women’s Employment International Finance Corporation Oct 2013

Investment in Women-led small and 
Growing Business (Policy Brief)

Bianco Galindez, M.E., Chambers, T., 
Garcia, P., Lombe, M., Sarria, N.

May 2013

The Effect of Women’s Economic Power 
in Latin America and the Caribbean

Joao Pedro Azevedo, Louise J. Cord Aug 2012

Creating Opportunities: Strengthening 
the Ecosystem for Mexican Women 
Entrepreneurs

Value for Women, ANDE, IPADE and 
Banorte, 

Forthcoming

The Miracle of Microfinance? Evidence 
from a Randomized Evaluation

Abhijit Banerjee, Esther Duflo, Rachel 
Glennerster, Cynthia Kinnan

May 2009

Business Literacy and Development: 
Evidence from a Randomized Trial in 
Rural Mexico

Gabriela Calderon, Jesse Cunha, 
Giacomo De Giorgi

Mar 2011

What Are We Learning from Business 
Training and Entrepreneurship Evaluations 
around the Developing World?

David McKenzie, Christopher 
Woodruff

Jul 2013

Gender Differences in the Impact of 
Banking Services: Evidence from Mexico

Miriam Bruhn, Inessa Love Sep 2011

Introduction to Special Issue of Small 
Business Economics on Female 
Entrepreneurship in Developed and 
Developing Economies

Zoltan J. Acs, Elena Bardasi, Saul 
Estrin, Jan Svejnar

Sep 2011
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Title Author Publication

Market Orientation, Innovation, and 
Dynamism from an Ownership and 
Gender Approach: Evidence from Mexico

Laura Serviere-Munoz, Anshu Saran Jul 2012

Mexican Female Small Firm Ownership: 
Motivations, Returns, and Gender

Wendy Cunningham Jan 2000

Gender and the Business Environment 
for New Firm Creation

Leora F. Klapper and Simon C. Parker 
(in World Bank Research Observer)

Aug 2011

Financial Inclusion and Legal 
Discrimination Against Women: Evidence 
from Developing Countries

Asli Demirguc-Kunt, Leora Klapper, 
Dorothe Singer

Aug 2011

The Global Gender Gap Report: 2012
Richard Hausmann, Laura D. Tyson, 
Saadia Zahidi (World Economic Forum)

2012

The Gender Global Entrepreneurship and 
Development Index (GEDI)

Global Entrepreneurship and 
Development Institute

2013

Banking On Women International Finance Corporation Nov 2013

Women, Business, and the Law 2014: 
Removing Restrictions to Enhance 
Gender Equality.

The World Bank and International 
Finance Corporation

2013

How do Female Entrepreneurs Perform? 
Evidence from Three Developing Regions

Shwetlena Sabarwal, Katherine Terrell, 
Elena Bardasi

Jul 2009

Beyond the Threshold: Investing in 
Women-led Small & Growing Businesses

Hannah Schiff, Rebecca Fries, Tim 
Chambers

2013

Assessing the Need for Microenterprises 
in Mexico to Borrow Start-Up Capital

Heikki Henio and José A. Pagán Jan 2001

Female-Owned Firms in Latin America: 
Characteristics, Performance, and 
Obstacles to Growth

Miriam Bruhm (for The World bank) Nov 2009

Evaluating Training Programs for Small 
and Medium Enterprises: Lessons from 
Mexico

Gladys Lopez Acevedo, Hong Tan Oct 2005

Creating incentives to save among 
microfinance borrowers: a behavioral 
experiment from Guatemala

Jesse Atkinson, Alain de Janvry, Craig 
McIntosh, Elisabeth Sadoulet

Dec 2010

Training or Technical Assistance? A Field 
Experiment to Learn What Works to 
Increase Managerial Capital for Female 
Microenterpreneurs

Martín Valdivia Mar 2011

Keeping it Simple: Financial Literacy and 
Rules of Thumb

Alejandro Drexler, Greg Fischer, 
Antoinette Schoar

May 2012
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Title Author Publication

Teaching Entrepreneurship: Impact 
of Business Training on Microfinance 
Clients and Institutions

Dean Karlan, Martín Valdivia Jan 2010

What accounts for the lower participation 
of women in entrepreneurship? Evidence 
from Transition countries 

Saumik Paul, Sarosh Sattar Dec 2008

Can Entrepreneurial Activity Be Taught? 
Quasi-Experimental Evidence from 
Central America

Bailey Klinger Sep 2011

Business Literacy and Development: 
Evidence from a Randomized Trial in 
Rural Mexico

Gabriela Calderon, Jesse Cunha, 
Giacomo De Giorgi

Mar 2011

Kaizen for Managerial Skills Improvement 
in Small and Medium Enterprises: An 
Impact Evaluation Study

Tetsushi Sonobe, Aya Suzuki, Keijiro 
Otsuka, Vu Hoang Nam

Sep 2011

Entrepreneurship Training and Self-
Employment Among University 
Graduates: Evidence from a Randomized 
Trial in Tunisia

Premand, Patrick, Brodmann, 
Stefanie, Almeida, Rita, Grun, 
Rebekka, Barouni, Mahdi

Dec 2012

Strengthening Access to Finance for 
Women-Owned SMEs in Developing 
Countries 

Global Partnership for Financial 
Inclusion and International Finance 
Corporation

Oct 2011

High Growth SMEs, Innovation, 
Entrepreneurship and Intellectual Assets

Rudi Loossens (Idom Innova) 2009
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