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C

onvened on 19-20 May 2021 by the UK Government (Innovate UK) with
the Commonwealth Businesswomen’s Network (directly recognised by all
54 Commonwealth governments); the world’s largest entrepreneurship
community (Global Entrepreneurship Network) which supports
entrepreneurship ecosystems across 180 countries; and Africa’s largest network
of women entrepreneurs (AWEP: African Women’s Entrepreneurship Program)
which was established and supported during and by the Obama-Biden
Administration.
With a special message from Her Majesty The Queen, Head of the
Commonwealth, it brought together 70 speakers, 20 talks, and 12 panel sessions
with 1,400 participants from over 80 countries in 6 continents involving policymakers, entrepreneurs, government agencies, entrepreneurship support
organisations, funders and educational institutions.

A fuller report from the 1st Commonwealth Women’s Entrepreneurship Summit will be released during
August 2021. All sessions from the Summit are freely accessible to watch or listen on-demand through
registering at https://www.worldlabs.org/cwesummit
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THERE IS ‘A MISSED OPPORTUNITY - TO TACKLE
THE GAP THAT NEEDS IMMEDIATE ACTION, WHICH
IS THE REPRESENTATION OF WOMEN IN EMERGING
FIELDS.’
G20, December 2020
1st Commonwealth Women’s Entrepreneurship Summit met that need as
the first global event to focus on women in emerging tech sectors (and
the largest event on business with so many women participating in the
Commonwealth’s history).

‘WOMEN HAVE THE ENTREPRENEURIAL IDEAS AND
PASSION, BUT STILL LACK ACCESS TO MARKETS,
CAPITAL, TRAINING, AND DIGITAL TOOLS.’
US Government message to the Summit
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THE UK G7 PRESIDENCY HAS HIGHLIGHTED THE
NEED TO TAKE ‘A COLLECTIVE APPROACH TO
USING NEW TECHNOLOGIES’ .’
UK Government
The UK Government made clear its commitment to ‘promote global
development and democracy, supporting girls’ education and agree
global girls’ education targets’ and ‘strive for a trusted, values-driven
digital ecosystem that can enhance prosperity in a way that is both
sustainable and inclusive.’ It has also set digital facilitation of trade as a
policy priority. This is a good start.
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BUT WITH THE WORLD ECONOMIC FORUM
ESTIMATING THAT AT THE CURRENT RATE OF
PROGRESS, IT WILL TAKE 267.6 YEARS TO CLOSE
THE ECONOMIC GENDER GAP, IT IS NOWHERE NEAR
ENOUGH OR FAST ENOUGH.
G20, December 2020
There is no reference to gender and technology in the B7 Business
engagement group communique and the W7 Women engagement group
communique has a solitary and vague reference to ‘technology-enabled
societies.’ The C7 Civil Society communique rightly says that ‘gender
equality must be central to a new economic model’ but with technology
now at the core of international business, digital inclusion and women's
economic empowerment need to go hand in hand as both are integral
not incidental to this paradigm shift.
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WHILE COVID-19 IS TURBO CHARGING OUR
RELIANCE ON DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES, WHICH ARE
NOW KEY TO HOW WE CONNECT WITH WORK,
STUDY AND LIVE AS A FAMILY, IT IS CLEAR THAT
WOMEN AND GIRLS DO NOT HAVE THE SAME
ACCESS TO DIGITAL SERVICES AND OFTEN ARE
STILL NOT CHOOSING TO PURSUE ICT CAREERS.
Digital skills are not just important for those working in STEAM - they are
key for women entrepreneurs working in any sector due to the increasing
importance of existing and emerging digital platforms. The acceleration
of the digital transition due to COVID-19 means women entrepreneurs
must be equipped with the right digital skills and knowledge to leverage
these platforms, including those used for social media and e-commerce
and Commonwealth Women Parliamentarians have recently called for
‘the implementation of digital financial inclusion as a common policy to
support women entrepreneurs across the Commonwealth.’ E-commerce
protocols in FTAs should include digital training and capacity-building
for women to help close the gender digital divide and mainstreaming
gender in FTAs should be the norm not the exception, as a report from
ITC made possible with UK Government support powerfully set out
(published during COVID-19).
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AS WE MOVE FURTHER INTO THE DIGITAL AGE, IT IS
BECOMING MORE CRUCIAL TO ENSURE THAT
WOMEN AND MEN ARE EQUALLY REPRESENTED
WITHIN ICT-CENTRED OCCUPATIONS.
Careers in the digital technology sector will eventually dominate the job
market, yet data from the WEF 2021 Global Gender Gap report suggests
that women remain severely under-represented and as the job market
recovers, women are being hired at a slower rate in multiple industries.
Sectors with historically low representation of women are also those with
fast-growing “jobs of tomorrow”. In cloud computing, for example,
women make up 14% of the workforce; in engineering, 20%; and in data
and artificial intelligence, 32%; and it is more difficult for women to
switch into these emerging roles than men. The clock has been turned
back due to the pandemic with fewer opportunities than before for
women with more females leaving the workforce and 20 million girls
globally possibly never returning to school. If the pandemic has upended
the lives of working parents, women have the most to lose. This all means
finding effective ways to empower women and girls through digital
access which takes on new urgency as does cross-sector and
international collaboration.
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WHEN WOMEN AND GIRLS ARE EMPOWERED
THROUGH DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES, ITU DATA
SHOWS THAT THEIR FAMILIES, COMMUNITIES AND
NATIONAL ECONOMIES BENEFIT.
It has been estimated that bringing an additional 600 million women and
girls online could boost global GDP by as much as $18billion. According
to the ITU, mobile in 2019 accounted for 87% of broadband connections
in developing countries. Mobiles have been a lifeline for women during
the pandemic, enabling them to access COVID-19 information, stay
connected to their families, continue their business activities and access
government support while an increase in mobile phone ownership and
access has increased connectivity around the world, providing an
invaluable ‘bridge’ in places where robust digital infrastructure is not yet
in place. However, as research from GSMA shows, women are less likely
than men to both own a mobile device and to access mobile internet due
principally to barriers related to access (to networks, devices, formal IDs,
electricity), affordability, safety and security, knowledge and skills, and
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the availability of relevant content, products and services that are user
friendly and meet women’s needs. At the same time young girls are
willing to learn and want to participate in STEAM careers; as a GSMA
Tech4Girls workshop (with 50 girls aged 9-16 from across the
Commonwealth and all regions) as part of the Summit made abundantly
clear: the girls are ready - it is now up to the rest of us to create an
enabling environment.
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The Summit set out the contours of this emerging landscape both for
business and for women with leading authorities on Cleantech/
Climatetech, Edtech, Healthtech, Fintech, Agritech, Fashiontech,
Createch and on Funding.

THIS SHOWED THAT WE CAN ONLY UNLEASH AND
UNLOCK THE POTENTIAL AND POWER THESE
AREAS OFFER TO THE G7 AND BEYOND AS WE
BUILD BACK BETTER IF GIRLS AND WOMEN ARE
CONSIDERED AS STRUCTURES, SYSTEMS, POLICIES
AND PROCESSES FROM THESE AREAS TAKE SHAPE,
NOT LATER WHEN IT MAY BE MORE DIFFICULT AND
TAKE LONGER GIVEN THE RISKS OF EMBEDDED
PATRIARCHY.
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There are three key messages: the need for more data and research to
inform policy, in terms of geographic coverage, granularity and gender,
as technology enables us to capture, communicate and contextualise
data sets; the vital role of cities in supporting scalable start-up
entrepreneurship, inclusive procurement and local economic
development in bringing the ecosystem together including the private
sector, women entrepreneurs and universities in evaluating impact and
developing policies and programmes;

AND THE NEED FOR A DEDICATED WOMEN’S
ACCELERATOR FOR THE COMMONWEALTH
CONTEXT GEARED TOWARDS EMERGING TECH.
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Governments have a key role to play in helping to close the gender
digital divide. However, governments need to leave behind the ‘siloed’
approached of the past and instead focus on holistic efforts to address
these important issues.

WE NEED TO TAKE ‘COORDINATING ACTIONS
ACROSS ALL GOVERNMENTS FOR AMENDING
POLICIES RELATED TO INTERNET AND DIGITAL
ACCESS INCLUDING AWARENESS, AFFORDABILITY,
SAFETY, SECURITY AND DEVELOPMENT OF DIGITAL
SKILLS AND TECHNOLOGICAL APPLICATIONS
ACCESSIBLE FOR WOMEN.’
Commonwealth Secretary-General Patricia Scotland, May 2021
Commonwealth Women’s Entrepreneurship Summit
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Women are less likely to be entrepreneurs than men and tend to operate
smaller and less dynamic businesses. As the OECD highlighted at the
Summit, these gender gaps are caused by many inter-related factors and
the COVID-19 pandemic risks undoing progress made in closing the
gender gap. Governments are using a wide range of instruments to
encourage and support women’s entrepreneurship, but work remains. G7
leaders need to address three main priorities for further policy
development:

OVERARCHING POLICY FRAMEWORKS FOR
WOMEN’S ENTREPRENEURSHIP NEED TO BE
INTRODUCED; WOMEN’S ENTREPRENEURSHIP
POLICY INTERVENTIONS MUST REFLECT CONTEXT;
AND MORE EVALUATION EVIDENCE IS NEEDED AS
A FOUNDATION FOR SCALING POLICY INITIATIVES.
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A fuller report from the 1st Commonwealth Women’s Entrepreneurship Summit
will be released during August 2021. All sessions from the Summit are freely
accessible to watch or listen on-demand through registering at https://
www.worldlabs.org/cwesummit
This advance Headline Messages report was compiled by:
Cristina Fernandez
Vice President for Policy & Research
Global Entrepreneurship Network
cristina@genglobal.org
Arif Zaman
Executive Director
Commonwealth Businesswomen’s Network
arif.zaman@cbwn.org
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