
ALTMUN MS 2023 Topic Guide:
UN Conference on Trade and

Development



UNCTAD Dais:
Chair: Ali Bhatti

Co-Chair: Julia Gardner

Page Guide:

Women in E-Commerce..............................................................................2-8
Works Cited....................................................................................................

Other Acknowledgments:
2022 UNCTAD Chair: Don Kim

2022 UNCTAD Vice Chair: Ali Bhatti
Topic Team: Ashely George

Topic Team: Hannah Steinberg
Topic Team: Louisa Mesich

Staff Manager: Noah G. Puzzo

1



Women in E-commerce in Developing Countries

“There cannot be true democracy unless women’s voices are heard. There cannot be true democracy unless women
are given the opportunity to take responsibility for their own lives. There cannot be true democracy unless all

citizens are able to participate fully in the lives of their country.”
Hillary Clinton,  former United States Secretary of State and First Lady

Introduction
In 2020, over two billion people around the world made a purchase on a mobile,

computer, or other electronic device.1 This global phenomenon of online purchases is due to a
phenomenon called E-commerce. , an industry which accounts for more than 26.7 trillion dollars.
2 E-commerce is defined as the “sale or purchase of goods or services, conducted over computer
networks by methods specifically designed for the purpose of receiving or placing of orders.” 3

E-commerce is inherently tied to access to the internet as it is conducted online, which
means that women are at a disadvantage in many countries, particularly developing ones. One
way to measure this is through internet penetration, which is defined as “the portion of the
population that has access to the Internet which is measured by the percentage of internet users in
any country.” 4 In 2021, Africa had a 43.1% internet penetration rate- substantially lower
compared to the global penetration rate of 66.2%, highlighting how some areas struggle more
than others. Even more concerning is the gender gap that often arises amidst the inequalities:
only 19% of women use the internet in Least Developed Countries (LDCs), and only 29% of
women have access to mobile internet in Sub-Saharan Africa; however, 70% of men have access
to it.5 6 Increasing accessibility to the internet and closing the internet gender gap is essential
towards promoting e-commerce for female entrepreneurs.

E-commerce is considered a spearhead of economic development as it provides, “new
payment channels and access to finance,” alongside, the global nature of e-commerce “can help

6“Data on the Gender Digital Divide.” Accessed August 3, 2022.
https://www.itu.int/itu-d/reports/statistics/2021/11/15/the-gender-digital-divide/.

5McCormick, Meghan. “The Internet Broke In Africa This Week; Most Women Didn.” Accessed
September 3, 2022.
https://www.forbes.com/sites/meghanmccormick/2020/01/20/the-internet-broke-in-africa-this-we
ek-most-women-didnt-notice/.

4“ Africa: Internet Penetration 2021 | Statista.” Accessed August 3, 2022.
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1176654/internet-penetration-rate-africa-compared-to-global-a
verage/.

3 “Measuring E-Commerce: Some New Developments.” UNCTAD, 2017 Accessed August 3,
2022. https://unctad.org/meetings/en/Presentation/dtl_eWeek2017p29_VincenzoSpiezia_en.pdf.

2“Building Communities of Women Digital Entrepreneurs.” 2021. UNCTAD. July 1, 2021.
https://unctad.org/news/building-communities-women-digital-entrepreneurs

1“Topic: E-Commerce Worldwide.” Statista.
https://www.statista.com/topics/871/online-shopping/#:~:text=As%20internet%20access%20and
%20adoption.
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increase [female] participation in domestic and international trade.” 7 These payment channels,
such as digital payment platforms and bank accounts, combined with the added accessibility to
the market through global e-commerce platforms can help drive economic development in all
countries, especially developing ones. UNCTAD, being the United Nations Committee for Trade
and Development, should seek to create solutions that help women gain access to the internet,
develop technical skills, and overcome cultural biases in order to promote and develop
e-commerce for women in developing countries.

Background
Since the mid-1990s, companies like Amazon, Alibaba, and other digital marketplaces

around the globe have emerged and revolutionized how people shop.8 Consumers are drawn to
e-commerce platforms due to their distinction from physical retailers. First, they offer
convenience for shoppers through the ability to make a purchase from their phone, at any time.9

Second, e-commerce also offers a greater shopping experience for consumers as the products and
their experience can be much more personalized, which can help retain and attract consumers.
Finally, E-commerce offers retailers financial advantages as it lowers operational costs for a
business seeing as they don’t require a physical store. This key idea should greatly benefit female
entrepreneurs and small-business owners the most as they generally have less access to financial
resources to maintain physical locations for their businesses. Utilizing e-commerce can also
streamline business processes for female business owners in terms of using payment networks
and marketing resources, allowing them to compete more steadily with male-owned businesses.10

However, the integration of women into e-commerce in developing countries runs into
many obstacles, especially when e-commerce in said countries is already not in an optimal
situation. In developing countries and in general, e-commerce finds itself lacking the
infrastructure in many areas that prevent it from reaching its full potential, meaning that
women’s problems to utilize e-commerce platforms are only exacerbated. Consumers are often
doubtful regarding the logistics and shipping of the products, dissuading them from purchasing
goods online.11 I Also, phishing schemes–fraudulent practices that aim to gain monetary gain
from unaware victims– in developing countries have stolen personal information from many
individuals, causing financial institutions, such as the South African Banking Risk Information
Centre, to urge consumers to be wary of online platforms. 12 These fraudulent schemes are

12“Financial Scams Rise As Coronavirus Hits Developing Countries.” Accessed September 3,
2022. https://www.cgap.org/blog/financial-scams-rise-coronavirus-hits-developing-countries.

11“Trust As Vital for E-Commerce As Internet Connection, UN Meeting . ” Accessed August 3,
2022. https://unctad.org/news/trust-vital-e-commerce-internet-connection-un-meeting-hears.

10 ibid
9 ibid

8“Ecommerce 101: The History and Future of Online Shopping . ” Accessed August 3, 2022.
https://www.bigcommerce.com/articles/ecommerce/.

7 ibid
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increasingly becoming widespread; for example, “An analysis of more than 55 million emails
reveals that one in every 99 emails is a phishing attack.” 13

This consumer distrust of e-commerce is further exacerbated by a lack of regulatory
framework for e-commerce in the least developed countries. In said countries, only 14 out of 47
have passed legislation to protect online consumers from fraud and related activities.14 Issues
such as preexisting cultural expectations of a housewife and the general lack of financial
resources such as loans and credit makes it difficult for women to enter the e-commerce industry.
In addition, e-commerce markets themselves are struggling to develop because of the skepticism
and the lack of support the infrastructure of e-commerce in developing countries.15

Historically, women have been underrepresented in business, and they often cede control
of their business when it's time to become “super successful,” primarily due to investors having a
bias towards male business owners.16 Even when women keep control of their companies, they
still struggle to find investors and private companies willing to invest in them and buy their
products, something that can be attributed to cultural biases that keep women in an inferior
position to men.

Women are not not only facing discrimination from private companies and investors,
governments are also failing them. Many governments are not receptive to the idea of
prioritizing advancing women in the digital marketplace; they simply don’t value creating
programs that teach technical skills to female entrepreneurs as much as other projects due to
financial constraints or due to their desire to enforce the status-quo. 17

In order to help mitigate these issues, UNCTAD created the eTrade for Women initiative,
which was created due to the recognition that e-commerce has the potential to help women
“accelerate wealth creation and [reduce poverty]” in developing countries. 18 Not only that, but it
also serves to help women “scale their business and get a seat at decision-making tables.” The
initiative was started with the support of the Netherlands and also the eTrade For All partners.
The initiative includes policy dialogues regarding women in e-commerce in different regions,
such as the Arab region. Meeting agendas discuss obstacles faced by women and how the eTrade
for Women initiative can support women in overcoming those obstacles. Also, the initiative
holds “eTrade for Women Masterclass” meetings, aiming to teach women how to utilize

18“E-Commerce and the Digital Economy | UNCTAD.” Accessed August 3, 2022.
https://unctad.org/topic/ecommerce-and-digital-economy.

17 ibid

16“6 Things to Know about Women in E-Commerce | UNCTAD.” Accessed August 3, 2022.
https://unctad.org/news/6-things-know-about-women-e-commerce.

15 ibid

14“How Women in Developing Countries Can Harness E-Commerce . ” Accessed August 3,
2022. https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/03/women-ecommerce-developing-countries/.

13 “Top 10 Phishing Attack Statistics.” Accessed September 3, 2022.
https://www.clearedin.com/blog/phishing-attack-statistics#:~:text=An%20analysis%20of%20more%20than
,over%2060%20million%20commercial%20users.
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e-commerce platforms for their business, helping educate  women who have had a lack of
education in the past. 19

Current Situation
Around the world, women have been facing an uphill battle in order to establish

themselves in the e-commerce marketplace. However, if women are able to win this battle, it
could reap them and their countries hundreds of billions of dollars in rewards.

Just in Africa and Southeast Asia,  closing the earning gaps between male and female
vendors would amount to about $300 billion by 2030.20 In these regions, e-commerce is vital in
achieving this goal as it enables women to reach new markets and broaden the scope of their
business as much of the female vendor population is informal, primarily operating through apps
like Whatsapp and Messenger, limiting their ability to properly scale their business as the apps’
primary purpose is not to be an e-commerce medium but rather a communicative platform. Using
platforms specific to e-commerce, like Jumia, allows women to have access to logistical support
such as dedicated payment methods, shipment resources, and a streamlining of organization.21

However, women are not able to make a transition to traditional e-commerce platforms easily,
whether it be due to lack of knowledge or lack of resources, further indicating that more help is
needed.

It is already known that women-owned businesses are in less valued sectors when
compared to men, and due to a lack of resources, literacy, and opportunities women are unable to
scale their businesses as well as men, and oftentimes are unable to even start one in the first
place due to a lack of education. 22 Developing countries are the biggest culprits of low literacy
rates seeing a 95% illiteracy rate, 70% of those people being women. 23 Sub-Saharan Africa has
some of the highest illiteracy rates for women, particularly in Niger and Burkina Faso: more than
90% of women are illiterate. 24 Much of this can be attributed to low education rates and child

24 ibid

23Verner, Dorte. n.d. “What Factors Influence World Literacy? Is Africa Different?” Accessed
September 3, 2022.
https://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/313651468741665795/pdf/wps3496.pdf.

22“The Gender Dimension of E-Commerce.” n.d. UNCTAD. Accessed September 3, 2022.
https://unctad.org/meeting/gender-dimension-e-commerce.

21“Egypt Post, Jumia Sign Cooperation Protocol in E-Commerce.” 2020. December 8, 2020.
https://see.news/egypt-post-jumia-sign-cooperation-protocol-in-e-commerce/.

20“Women and E-Commerce: The $300 Billion Opportunity.” n.d. Council on Foreign Relations.
Accessed September 3, 2022.
https://www.cfr.org/blog/women-and-e-commerce-300-billion-opportunity.

19“ETrade for Women Masterclass for the Arab Region.” n.d. UNCTAD. Accessed September 3,
2022.
https://unctad.org/meeting/etrade-women-masterclass-arab-region.
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marriage, which is illegal but still takes place due to a weak government more focused on trying
to protect its borders from traffickers. 25

In other countries such as Morocco, women face opposition from the government, at least
indirectly. “Houda Chakiri, CEO and founder of Enhanced Technologies, … cited an example of
when a government official told her that roads are prioritized over skills development for women
in the digital economy.” 26 For some states, the advancement of women in e-commerce and the
development of their skills is not something that can be prioritized over other projects such as
infrastructure, which means that said states might need to rely on NGOs instead.

Another issue that e-commerce users face, is the distrust the general public has regarding
logistics, shipping, and payment fraud. Private e-commerce companies, such as Jumia from
Nigeria, have partnered with multiple governments and organizations such as UNICEF,
Morocco, and Egypt in order to promote e-commerce in Africa and alleviate any concerns that
the public has.27 In Egypt, Jumia teamed up with the Egypt Post in order to facilitate shipping of
products and lower costs for vendors, making it more feasible for women to use the platform. 28

On the other hand, Morocco’s Ministry of Handicrafts partnered with Jumia in order to benefit
artisans and small businesses by using Jumia’s intensive logistics and network systems. 29

UNCTAD’s eTrade for Women initiative, funded by the Netherlands and Sweden, also connected
the Deutsche Post with female entrepreneurs in order to provide them training and logistic
support to allow them to connect with new markets. 30

Other states have taken a more direct route to build trust with the public; as mentioned
previously, many states do not have a regulatory framework regarding e-commerce. In turn,
Nepal updated laws to more accurately integrate e-commerce as well as allowing citizens to pay
their utilities electronically, further building trust in digital payments. These reforms encouraged

30“UNCTAD Partners with DHL to Empower Women in E-Commerce.” 2022. UNCTAD. April
29, 2022.
https://unctad.org/news/unctad-partners-dhl-empower-women-e-commerce.

29“Jumia Signs Pact with Moroccan Govt to Boost Handicrafts Sector.”
Www.logupdateafrica.com. September 9, 2020.
https://www.logupdateafrica.com/jumia-signs-pact-with-moroccan-govt-to-boost-handicrafts-sec
tor-trade-e-commerce.

 

28ibid

27 “Egypt Post, Jumia Sign Cooperation Protocol in E-Commerce.” 2020. December 8, 2020.
https://see.news/egypt-post-jumia-sign-cooperation-protocol-in-e-commerce/.

26“6 Things to Know about Women in E-Commerce | UNCTAD.” Accessed August 3, 2022.
https://unctad.org/news/6-things-know-about-women-e-commerce.

25 ibid
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the growth of e-commerce in the country, thereby helping women as well. 31 However, it is
important to note, that while countries must work to improve the e-commerce environment in
their country, they should also seek to provide further attention to women in the field as well.

Some states, such as the United States of America, have aimed to provide specific
opportunities for women by funding programs that help them develop their technical skills in
trade. For instance, the United States has created programs such as the Women Export Academy
Program which encourages women to be involved in trade and teaches them necessary skills to
compete in a digital economy. 32

In other places, such as China, women often find themselves in a position of
discrimination in the job marketplace, often being asked about their marital life and if they plan
to have children, which in turn pushes them in the direction of entrepreneurship. 33 And since the
Chinese labor force is so competitive with a culture of schooling and high education, the Chinese
government actually encourages entrepreneurship. This has been the most beneficial for women,
as they account for 55% of new online businesses in the country. 34

However, even though the Chinese government has guaranteed small-sum loans to
female-owned businesses since 2009, they still face cultural obstacles that are still present. “Time
and time again, I hear [venture capitalists] openly talk, saying, ‘We’re very selective in
women-founded businesses,’” said Jackie You, 42, who worked in the finance industry, “also,
they’d naturally ask women, ‘Do you have children? Are you married? Do you plan to get
married?’ They don’t really ask men this.” 35

Countries such as Nigeria have women face different issues than China; as recently as
2019, only 27% of women in Nigeria owned a bank account as compared to 51% of men, and
only 17% of women received a digital payment as compared to 31% of men. 36 This is one of the
primary issues that women face in developing and the least developed countries: they simply
don’t have access to the financial and digital resources as much as men do.

UNCTAD, pursuant to the Goal 3 of the Sustainable Development plan of the UN, should
seek to empower women, not just socially, but also in trade and development by helping women
develop technical skills essential for successful e-commerce and also expanding their access to
such resources. 37In committee specifically, UNCTAD should differ from committees such as

37
ibid

36“Women and E-Commerce in Africa in PARTNERSHIP WITH.” n.d.
https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/47361305-6ebe-431a-8dd9-db2290919823/202105-digital
2equal-women-and-e-commerce-africa.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=nCGRGTr.

35 ibid
34 ibid

33“Women in Innovation.” n.d. Women in Innovation. Accessed September 3, 2022.
https://nu-women.com/.

32“Womens Global Trade Empowerment.” Www.trade.gov. Accessed September 3, 2022.
https://www.trade.gov/womens-global-trade-empowerment.

31“Businesses in Nepal Tap E-Commerce Opportunities amid Pandemic | UNCTAD.” n.d.
Unctad.org.
https://unctad.org/news/businesses-nepal-tap-e-commerce-opportunities-amid-pandemic.
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SOCHUM in a key way: resolutions should focus on providing economic opportunities for
women and stray away from recommending political rights.

Questions to Consider
1. What is the internet accessibility for women like in your country?

1. If it is high, are women prominent in the digital marketplace? If not, why?
2. What is the cultural climate like regarding gender equality?

1. How does that affect the resources that are available to men, such as education?
2. Are women able to gain access to financial services, such as loans and credit
for their   businesses?

3. What types of problems does your country face, is e-commerce a high priority in your
country?

1.  Does your country believe that resources pertaining to women in e-commerce
should be handled by NGOs and the UN, or is it up to each member state?
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