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Employment and growth 

SMEs account for over 50% of formal 

employment in SSA and 40% of GDP

(World Bank, 2022)

50% -40%

1. The Export Challenge for Women-Led SMEs

Women-led SMEs

Only 15% of formal SMEs in Sub-

Saharan Africa are women-led (World 

(World Bank, 2023)

15%

Export disadvantage

Women-led SMEs are 30% less likely to 

export than men’s: 9% vs. 13% (Ackah 

et al., 2024)

30%

The D ig ital D ivide C om pounds Trade Barriers: 

Only 32% of adult women in SSA used internet, compared to 46% of men (GSMA, 2025)
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2. Research Questions and Objectives

Do female top managers in Sub-Saharan Africa have 
less access to the international market than their male 
counterparts?

Does the use of e-commerce mitigate the gender 
export gap?

Examine whether firms managed by female top 
managers in Sub-Saharan Africa have lower 
access to international markets compared to those 
led by male managers

Assess whether the adoption and use of e-
commerce mitigate the gender export gap among 
firms in Sub-Saharan Africa

ObjectivesQuestions 
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Structural disadvantages and social 

norms restrict women's access to 

resources, networks, and decision-

making roles in the economy (Elson, 

1999; Kabeer, 2012) 

3. Theoretical Framework

Limited access to finance, business 

knowledge, and networks hampers 

firms' ability to export—barriers 

disproportionately faced by female-led 

enterprises (Brush et al., 2006; Carter 

and Marlow, 2007)

Digital platforms reduce information 

asymmetry and lower market-entry 

costs, potentially democratizing trade 

(Williamson, 1981; Melitz, 2003; 

Freund and Weinhold, 2004)

Feminist Economics Resource-Based Theory Transaction- C ost Theory and 
Internationalization theory 

Given the unequal distribution of these capabilities, particularly among women, women-led SMEs may be less likely 

to participate in exports. However, digital trade platforms may help overcome these structural barriers.
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4. Methodology

01

Data Source

World Bank Enterprise Surveys covering 8,079 firms across 26 Sub

Sub-

-

Saharan African countries in 2023-2024

02

Key Variables

Export (propensity and intensity), female CEO leadership, e-

commerce (web adoption and electronic payments), and firm 

characteristics

03

Estimation Strategies

Instrumental Variable Probit and Tobit models to correct for 

endogeneity 

04

Instruments

City-sector-country average of female-led firms and proportion of 

proportion of female employees in the firm

𝐸𝑋𝑃𝑂𝑅𝑇𝑖 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝐹𝐸𝑀𝐴𝐿𝐸𝑖 + 𝛽2𝐸𝐶𝑂𝑀𝑀𝐸𝑅𝐶𝐸𝑖 + 𝛽3𝐹𝐸𝑀𝐴𝐿𝐸𝑖 ∗ 𝐸𝐶𝑂𝑀𝑀𝐸𝑅𝐶𝐸𝑖 + 𝛽𝑍𝑖 + 𝜀𝑖  (1)
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5. Results

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 

 Export propensity Export intensity  

 Probit IV-Probit IV-Probit IV-Probit Tobit IV-Tobit IV-Tobit IV-Tobit 

FEMALE 0.008 -0.056* -0.135*** -0.176 0.007 -0.036 -0.104** -0.120 

 (0.007) (0.030) (0.048) (0.117) (0.006) (0.026) (0.043) (0.104) 
         

WEB 0.040*** 0.037*** 0.072*** 0.040*** 0.036*** 0.032*** 0.066*** 0.034*** 

 (0.006) (0.007) (0.026) (0.008) (0.005) (0.007) (0.024) (0.007) 
         

EPAY 0.024*** 0.023*** 0.012 0.050** 0.022*** 0.020** 0.011 0.027 

 (0.007) (0.009) (0.010) (0.024) (0.007) (0.008) (0.009) (0.022) 

         

FEMALE*WEB   0.115***    0.090**  

   (0.044)    (0.039)  
         

FEMALE*EPAY    0.190    0.132 

    (0.116)    (0.103) 
CONTROL  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

SECTOR  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

COUNTRY  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

         

SARGAN P-VALUE  0.489 0.569 0.455  0.768 0.829 0.771 

WEAK ID F-STAT 
(STOCK-YOGO) 

 250*** 87.08*** 44.44***  250*** 87.08*** 44.44*** 

OBSERVATIONS. 7824 5504 5504 5504 7824 5504 5504 5504 

 

Table 1: Female-led firm, e-commerce and export in SSA: Baseline results (marginal effects)
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1. The Gender Export Gap Exists : Female top 

managers are associated with lower export 

propensity and intensity, suggesting systemic 

barriers tied to gender roles, risk perception, 

and resource availability

2. D ig ital Trade closes the g ender g ap: Web 

adoption (m ore than e- paym ent) neutralizes 

the disadvantage faced by female-led firms

3. This finding is especially pronounced in small 

firms and manufacturing firms, where digital 

visibility compensates for structural 

disadvantages.

6. Conclusion and Policy Implications

1. Subsidize Web Adoption for women entrepreneurs

2. Expand Digital Infrastructure

3. Strengthen Payment Systems

4. Promote Digital Literacy for women-led firms 

Conclusion Policy Roadmap for Gender-Inclusive Trade
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