
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Supporting Women Entrepreneurs in Emerging Economies   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mexico has one of the lowest rates of female labor force 
participation in Latin America and the Caribbean (44%) 
and one of the largest gender gaps in labor market 
participation in the region (after Guatemala and 
Honduras). Many women who do work are self-
employed, often operating microenterprises. Indeed, 
women account for 51% of the entrepreneurs in the 
country. 
 
A recent LACGIL report entitled Promoting Women 
Entrepreneurs in Mexico, authored by Iacovone, 
Cucagna, and Rubiano Matulevich, examines the effect 
of two innovations used in entrepreneurship programs to increase the growth and profitability of women-
owned businesses.  
 
The first innovation (called Mujeres Moviendo México) consisted of incorporating both soft skills (i.e., 
personal initiative skills) and business literacy skills in an entrepreneurial training program offered to 
women-led businesses. The second innovation (called Mi asesor) is the development of low-cost 
consulting services to support the modernization of both male and female-owned enterprises. 
 
 
 
 

 TURNING KNOWLEDGE TO ACTION 

 Women-owned businesses in emerging economies tend to be less profitable than those owned by men. 

Understanding the challenges women entrepreneurs face is essential to help them increase their profits. 
  

This note shares lessons learned from interventions piloted by the LAC Gender Innovation Lab in Mexico. 

These interventions help small women retailers to compete more effectively with big retailers, thus improving 
their livelihoods. 

 Innovative approaches to support women entrepreneurs  

 

 High returns on investment 

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/37323
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/37323
https://crea.org.mx/mujeres-moviendo-a-mexico/
https://cdnapisec.kaltura.com/index.php/extwidget/preview/partner_id/1930181/uiconf_id/29317392/entry_id/1_ujvfrmhd/embed/dynamic
https://r.pblc.it/c/356289351?alt_obj=img&method=&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.worldbank.org%2Fen%2Fprograms%2Flatin-america-and-the-caribbean-gender-innovation-lab
https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/latin-america-and-the-caribbean-gender-innovation-lab


Personal initiative matters. The soft skills 
complement to the business training program resulted 
in a significant increase in profits through an 
improvement in organizational practices as well as an 
increase in the level of personal initiative. 
 
Modernizing small retail businesses’ brand value 
(e.g., appearance to clients) and advancing their 
internal management systems with simple 
mechanisms can boost sales. In the LACGIL Mexico 
study, external and internal modernization enhanced 

brand equity, increased monthly sales, and improved product management capacities. 
 
The returns on investment are high. Calculating 
the returns on investment to these innovations 
requires some assumptions, including the 
longevity of measured impacts. However, the 
returns on both innovations are estimated to be 
high. Even in conservative scenarios, the soft 
skills innovation was estimated to have a return on 
investment of about 380 percent. Similarly, 
modernization of brand value had a return on 
investment of 200 to 800 percent.     
 
If the return on investment is high, why do 
women (and men) entrepreneurs not invest in 
these services? There are evident market 
failures, and many women entrepreneurs face 
difficulties investing in such programs. One reason is that they lack credible information about trustworthy 
service providers. Another is that they face uncertainty about the return to investing in such services and 
skills. Hence there is a clear case for public provision of these services or mechanisms of financing that 
are recovered ex-post through some profit-sharing mechanism. 
 
In short, boosting the profitability of women-owned businesses is possible and has significant 
positive effects. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Visit our LACGIL website 
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