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 Summary 

 The present report contains a review of the progress made in the implementation 

of General Assembly resolution 75/211 on entrepreneurship for sustainable 

development since its adoption in December 2020. The report was prepared by the 

United Nations Conference on Trade and Development from input provided by 

numerous United Nations entities, including the regional commissions, the 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the Secretariat, the International  

Labour Organization, the International Organization for Migration, the International 

Trade Centre, the United Nations Environment Programme, the United Nations Entity 

for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN-Women), the Office of the 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees and the World Intellectual Property 

Organization, highlighting the experiences of those entities.  

 The report contains an overview of the uncertainties that micro-, small and 

medium-sized enterprises micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises face due to 

multiple social and economic shocks of an unprecedented nature and identifies best 

practices and measures taken in support of such enterprises at the national, regional 

and international levels. Special focus is placed on the need for coherence in policies 

and consistency in strategies. The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic 

accelerated the transformation to the digital era; a description is given of policy 

options for entrepreneurs to fully benefit from that trend. The report also presents an 

overview of the deepening and widening of divides between and within countries and 

best practices and measures to support entrepreneurship among vulnerable groups. 

The report highlights the need to enhance the role of entrepreneurship in achieving 

the Sustainable Development Goals.  

 

 

  

 

 * A/77/150. 
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 I. Introduction 
 

 

1. Micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises and self-employed workers are the 

backbone of economies. Globally, they represent about 90 per cent of businesses and 

account for over two thirds of employment. The share of self-employed workers, 

many of whom operate in the informal sector in developing countries, tends to 

decrease as economies’ gross domestic product (GDP) per capita increases. In 2021, 

47 per cent of the global working population on average were self -employed. Their 

share amounts to 81 per cent in low-income countries, 64 per cent in lower-middle-

income countries, 39 per cent in upper-middle-income countries and 12 per cent in 

high-income countries.1  

2. The General Assembly, in its resolution 75/211 on entrepreneurship for 

sustainable development, adopted in December 2020, recognized the important 

contribution that entrepreneurship makes to sustainable development by creating jobs, 

driving inclusive economic growth and innovation, improving social conditions and 

addressing economic, social and environmental challenges in the context of the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development. It emphasized that the role of entrepreneurship, 

including social entrepreneurship, and micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises in 

social and economic development is more critical than ever in the post -coronavirus 

disease (COVID-19) recovery and beyond. The Assembly stressed the need for a 

coordinated and inclusive approach to promoting entrepreneurship involving all 

stakeholders and called upon the relevant organizations and bodies of the United 

Nations system to further integrate entrepreneurship in its various forms into their 

policies, programmes and reports. The resolution remains highly relevant today in 

guiding policy responses and recovery measures to address the impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic and other global economic shocks on entrepreneurship and the 

development of micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises. The need for continued 

support in the development of such enterprises and start-ups was also mentioned in 

the Bridgetown Covenant, adopted at the fifteenth session of the United Nations 

Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD).2  

3. Accordingly, the present report contains an assessment of progress and 

recommendations for action, with a special focus on enhancing the role of 

entrepreneurship and micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises in post-COVID-19 

social and economic resurgence and on increasing their resilience in the face of new 

global crises. Section II of the report presents an overview of the uncertainties that 

entrepreneurs and micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises face due to multiple 

social and economic shocks, including the COVID-19 pandemic and the current food, 

energy and financial crises, and responses thereto. In section III, the need for a 

coherent policy response is discussed. Section IV is focused on the significant 

transformation that the pandemic brought in digital entrepreneurship. Section V 

covers the deepening and widening of divides and the need to support vulnerable 

groups of entrepreneurs. The report concludes with a set of recommendations.  

 

 

 II. Entrepreneurs and micro-, small and medium-sized 
enterprises facing uncertainty 
 

 

4. Over the past two years, the global operating environment for entrepreneurs and 

micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises has been rocked by multiple 

simultaneous shocks and crises. The pandemic caused a first shock and remains a 

__________________ 

 1  International Labour Organization, World Employment and Social Outlook: Trends 2022  

(Geneva, 2022). 

 2  Para. 127 (r). 

https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/75/211
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factor driving increased social and economic instability. The war in Ukraine is now 

strongly affecting global food and energy prices and availability, with cascading 

effects on inflation and financial distress in developing countries. There are fears of 

a looming recession.  

5. Small business operators and the self-employed are disproportionately affected 

by business uncertainty arising from these continuous new crises, but paradoxically, 

protracted crisis can lead to increases in entrepreneurial activity, in the form of 

necessity entrepreneurship. Given the composition of consumption baskets, poor 

households are more vulnerable to rising inflation than wealthier ones; 3  for many 

individuals, entrepreneurship remains their last resort to provide for themselves and 

their families, usually taking the form of self-employment.  

6. Higher food and energy prices will cause ripple effects on the operational costs 

and borrowing conditions of micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises. Worldwide, 

many are still struggling to recover from the pandemic, with those in low- and lower-

middle-income countries more prone to financial risk. Entrepreneurs will now face 

higher interest rates on loans and rising operational costs due to inflation in energy 

and transport prices. These costs will rise even further in the midst of a g lobal supply 

chain disruption characterized by increased costs to produce and transact globally, 

delays at borders and higher shipping and logistics costs, which began with the 

pandemic and is now exacerbated by the war.  

7. Compared with large firms, small ones are, in general, disproportionately hit by 

external disruptions. They have fewer suppliers and more limited cash reserves and 

are therefore less able to absorb shocks. Many micro-, small and medium-sized 

enterprises also operate in service sectors that are highly affected by government 

measures to combat the pandemic. The increasing uncertainty has also considerably 

reduced the likelihood of new investments, which would be needed to create the 

conditions for innovation and growth. Firm size is therefore inversely correlated with 

vulnerability: the smaller the firm, the more vulnerable it is to external shock. 4 In the 

short term, access to finance at affordable rates is of paramount importance for the 

survival of these firms. 

8. It has become crucial for companies to find ways to shield themselves from 

global disruption. To survive during the pandemic, many small business owners and 

self-employed professionals have managed to adjust business practices and models to 

changing circumstances and, in some cases, find new customers and explore new 

markets.5 Adapting fast, collaborating with entrepreneurs in similar industries or lines 

of work, focusing more on clients and keeping active were some of the lessons 

gathered from businesses that survived the lockdown, along with developing or 

adapting a service to sell online.6 The crisis has revealed an ability present in part of 

the global entrepreneurial community to adapt to shocks and to search for innovative 

solutions. Many sales, distribution and consumer behaviour patterns have been 

profoundly changed. The application of digital technologies and innovation to address 

bottlenecks was instrumental.  

__________________ 

 3  Indermit Gill and Peter Nagle, “Inflation could wreak havoc on the world’s poor”, World Bank 

Blogs, 23 March 2022. 

 4  Jason Miklian and Kristian Hoelscher, “SMEs and exogenous shocks: a conceptual literature 

review and forward research agenda”, International Small Business Journal: Researching 

Entrepreneurship, vol. 40, No. 2 (March 2022). 

 5  Think Tank AlterContacts, “Reporting on the Lockdown Economy initiative”. Available at 

www.altercontacts.org/report. 

 6  Julia Skupchenko, “Four lessons from the businesses that survived the lockdown”, Medium, 

13 July 2020. Available at https://medium.com/the-helm/four-lessons-from-the-businesses-that-

survived-the-lockdown-980e53bd654f. 

https://www.altercontacts.org/report
https://medium.com/the-helm/four-lessons-from-the-businesses-that-survived-the-lockdown-980e53bd654f
https://medium.com/the-helm/four-lessons-from-the-businesses-that-survived-the-lockdown-980e53bd654f
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9. However, the multiple crises disproportionately affected the most vulnerable 

economic actors. Many micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises are currently on 

the verge of closure or have already been forced to stop their activities, in particular 

those concentrated in the manufacturing, retailing and service sectors. Numerous such 

enterprises collapsed, including – again disproportionately – many owned by women 

and young people. With their failure, levels of unemployment and underemployment 

have soared, increasing poverty. The self-employed, including women, youth, and 

refugee and migrant entrepreneurs, are often most exposed to external shocks, given 

that many work in the informal economy or highly affected sectors or have poor 

access to resources. 

10. Governments responded to the COVID-19 crisis by deploying a range of 

supportive measures targeting micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises and the 

private sector. However, some of those measures may not have effectively reached 

entrepreneurs by necessity, given that many of them – in countries with sizeable 

informal sectors – operate informally. Informal micro- and small businesses in 

developing countries, especially those led by women and youth entrepreneurs, are 

less able to tap into the programmes than large and registered enterprises. Despite 

accounting for the majority of business entities in developing coun tries, they are left 

with few avenues to access support in times of crisis. The pandemic therefore 

exacerbated the difference between necessity entrepreneurs (those who become 

entrepreneurs, often in marginal activities, for lack of alternatives) and oppor tunity 

entrepreneurs (those who pursue a business idea with growth potential). It is crucial 

for policies and strategies, initiatives and support programmes to acknowledge the 

different types of entrepreneurs and to target them appropriately.   

11. The entrepreneurial environment is characterized by unequal patterns between 

the global South and the global North. Most developing and least developed countries 

tend to underperform in the usual engines of growth: entrepreneurship, innovation 

and technology ecosystems. 7  Despite recent efforts, such ecosystems are not yet 

successful in mobilizing entrepreneurs, entrepreneurial support organizations, 

academia, public and private sector stakeholders and financiers to a degree that is 

sufficient to foster digital transformation in society. The entrepreneurial system of 

developing countries, dominated by the self-employed and microenterprises, remains 

marked by the so-called “missing middle” phenomenon whereby many firms fail to 

go beyond the start-up phase to grow in size and become innovative, dynamic players.  

12. The link between innovation and entrepreneurship differs along the 

development ladder. A World Bank study of data on innovation, technology and 

entrepreneurship shows the relevance of certain influential factors to innovation and 

entrepreneurship. 8  Countries that tend to perform well on the World Economic 

Forum-INSEAD Networked Readiness Index are characterized by high income, high 

availability of technology and high reliance on professional management. These 

features are associated with high investment in research and development, with higher 

collaboration with industry and universities. Unsurprisingly, innovation is strongly 

aligned with the strengths of the business environment. However, the potential of 

high-income countries for innovation and the strength of their business framework do 

not always coincide with a desire to start a business. Appetite for entrepreneurship 

and perception of opportunities, high in low-income countries, does not necessarily 

__________________ 

 7  International Telecommunication Union (ITU), Regional Good Practices: Accelerating 

Innovation, Entrepreneurship and Digital Transformation in Europe  (Geneva, 2021). 

 8  With over 1,800 indicators, that World Bank study focused on the Networked Readiness Index, 

published annually by the World Economic Forum and INSEAD, as it has indicators on 

entrepreneurship, technology and innovation. Nearly 150 countries across six regions were 

analysed on the basis of business, technology, innovation and entrepreneurship indicators.  
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correspond to high potential for innovation and a business-friendly environment, high 

in high-income countries.9  

13. A clear trend for micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises around the world 

is the massive shift in trading activity to an online environment. The pandemic has 

accelerated the transition towards digitalization. Companies had to digitize their 

marketing, online sales and e-commerce models to compensate for the loss of 

customer foot traffic.10 Many small businesses may already have some form of digital 

presence, but lower sales and revenues have led to more micro-, small and medium-

sized enterprises embracing digital tools than ever before. 11 In North Africa, where 

the impact of the shocks on countries and regions has been uneven, it has brought 

new opportunities for firms that were able to accelerate or scale up digital operations 

or those able to fill the gaps created by supply chain disruptions. As a result of the 

pandemic, a clear objective for many businesses in  transition economies, including in 

Africa12 and Central Asia,13 was to shift towards new technologies, especially online 

selling and growth in markets. Some transition economies have been providing 

opportunities for entrepreneurs from micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises to 

receive training on digital skills, thus promoting access to new technology. 14  

14. The need for coherent, integrated and targeted strategies to orchestrate support 

for entrepreneurs and micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises has never been 

greater. First, the rise of uncertainty makes it crucial that policy intervention follow 

an approach with clear goals. Experience has shown that many countries have a 

variety of strategies to support entrepreneurship and micro-, small and medium-sized 

enterprises that sometimes result in action plans with overlapping objectives that are 

difficult to implement. Second, it is essential that such intervention be carefully 

calibrated and differentiate between various types of entrepreneurs. The impact of the 

pandemic even further highlighted the contrast between entrepreneurs by opportunity 

and those by necessity and made it clear that the global entrepreneurship landscape 

was highly fragmented. The growth of innovative and digital start -ups is important to 

achieve the social, environmental and economic pillars of the Sustainable 

Development Goals, but productivity gains among vulnerable entrepreneurs who 

often constitute the majority of the workforce are equally important for the 

achievement of the Goals and central to their transformative promise to “leave no one 

behind”. Finally, lessons learned from UNCTAD technical assistance are that a 

multi-stakeholder approach is important to ensure ownership and that delegating 

__________________ 

 9  See https://tcdata360.worldbank.org/stories/tech-entrepreneurship/. 

 10  Tetsushi Sonobe and others, “The impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on micro, small and 

medium enterprises in Asia and their digitalization responses”, Asian Development Bank (ADB) 

Institute Working Paper Series, No. 1241 (ADB Institute, 2021). 

 11  UNCTAD, The COVID-19 Pandemic Impact on Micro, Small and Medium-sized Enterprises: 

Market Access Challenges and Competition Policy (Geneva, 2022); Economic Commission for 

Europe (ECE), “Findings and recommendations emerging from UNECE COVID-19 impact 

assessments targeting micro, small and medium enterprises in selected countries”, available at 

https://unece.org/sites/default/files/2021-10/COVID-19%20Impact%20assessments. 

Summary.Paper__0.pdf. 

 12  Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) and International Economics Consulting, “Reactions 

and outlook to COVID-19 in Africa: African business survey results”, July 2020. Available at 

https://www.tradeeconomics.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/COVID-19-Africa-Impact-

Survey-July-2020-EN.pdf. 

 13  ECE, COVID-19 Impact on E-commerce: Post-pandemic COVID-19 Economic Recovery – 

Harnessing E-commerce for the UNECE Transition Economies  (Geneva, 2022); ECE, Regional 

Report 2021: Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation  (Geneva, 2021). 

 14  Yulia Levashova, “Small and medium-sized enterprises in economies in transition: challenges, 

opportunities, and UNECE tools”, informal policy brief prepared for the Economi c Cooperation 

and Trade Division of ECE, May 2022. Available at https://unece.org/sites/default/files/2022-05/ 

SMEs%20Paper-forwebsite.pdf. 

https://tcdata360.worldbank.org/stories/tech-entrepreneurship/
https://unece.org/sites/default/files/2021-10/COVID-19%20Impact%20assessments.Summary.Paper__0.pdf
https://unece.org/sites/default/files/2021-10/COVID-19%20Impact%20assessments.Summary.Paper__0.pdf
https://www.tradeeconomics.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/COVID-19-Africa-Impact-Survey-July-2020-EN.pdf
https://www.tradeeconomics.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/COVID-19-Africa-Impact-Survey-July-2020-EN.pdf
https://unece.org/sites/default/files/2022-05/SMEs%20Paper-forwebsite.pdf
https://unece.org/sites/default/files/2022-05/SMEs%20Paper-forwebsite.pdf
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implementation responsibility to the appropriate agencies increases accountability 

and efficiency.  

 

 

 III. Formulating and implementing coherent 
entrepreneurship strategies 
 

 

15. Support for entrepreneurship is transversal and concerns multiple ministries. 

Policies involve, among others, facilitating access to finance, providing 

entrepreneurship education, innovation, information and communications technologies, 

research and development, trade, and enabling market access. Some countries have 

formulated various strategies to support entrepreneurship and micro-, small and 

medium-sized enterprises. UNCTAD assisted the Governments of Angola, Seychelles, 

South Africa and Uganda in the formulation of their integrated entrepreneurship 

strategy, applying its Entrepreneurship Policy Framework. 15  The Department of 

Economic and Social Affairs of the Secretariat delivered support with a focus on 

strengthening enabling policy environments for sustainable entrepreneurship in 

Kenya, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic and Zimbabwe.  

16. In 2020, Malaysia adopted the National Entrepreneurship Policy 2030. It 

contains 62 initiatives clustered around different objectives, such as fostering an 

entrepreneurship culture, stimulating holistic and integrated entrepreneurship 

development, accelerating economic growth through innovation-driven enterprises, 

strengthening the entrepreneurship capabilities and performance of micro-, small and 

medium-sized enterprises and internationalizing high-growth enterprises.16  

17. With the adoption of the new Entrepreneurship Law in 2020, the Government 

of Colombia modernized existing regulatory frameworks for new ventures and 

enterprises. The Law elevates entrepreneurship as one of the key pillars of the 

country’s economic recovery and contains provisions for reduced fees and simplified 

business registration and operation, public procurement, easier access to capital, an 

updated regulatory framework and the promotion of entrepreneurial learnings. 17  

18. The Entrepreneurial, Innovative and Sustainable Ecuador Strategy 203018 was 

created by the Alliance for Entrepreneurship and Innovation with the aim to enhance 

partnerships between entrepreneurs, the public and private sectors, academia, 

international organizations and civil society and hasten economic development and 

sustainable growth by 2030 through stronger entrepreneurship and innovation 

frameworks. 

19. In Paraguay, a national entrepreneurship network was formed after the adoption 

in 2020 of a law to promote an entrepreneurial culture. The network serves as a 

platform for actors to discuss and promote entrepreneurship capacity-building 

strategies, develop supportive public policies and advise individual institutions on 

improving business infrastructure and other support mechanisms, such as design and 

implementation of other entrepreneurship initiatives.  

20. African Continental Free Trade Area strategies were formulated in Burundi, the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo, Kenya and Rwanda, as well as for the East 

African Community, with careful consideration of the needs of the private sector, 

including small and medium-sized enterprises. In preparation for trade by States 

__________________ 

 15  Available at https://unctad.org/topic/enterprise-development/entrepreneurship-policy-hub. 

 16  Malaysia, Ministry of Entrepreneur Development and Cooperatives, National Entrepreneurship 

Malaysia 2030: An Outstanding Entrepreneurial Nation 2030 . Available at www.medac.gov.my/ 

admin/files/med/image/portal/NEP2030-Final.pdf. 

 17  See www.genglobal.org/atlas/modernizing-colombias-entrepreneurship-regulatory-framework. 

 18  See www.genglobal.org/atlas/estrategia-2030. 

https://unctad.org/topic/enterprise-development/entrepreneurship-policy-hub
https://www.medac.gov.my/admin/files/med/image/portal/NEP2030-Final.pdf
https://www.medac.gov.my/admin/files/med/image/portal/NEP2030-Final.pdf
https://www.genglobal.org/atlas/modernizing-colombias-entrepreneurship-regulatory-framework
https://www.genglobal.org/atlas/estrategia-2030
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parties to the Agreement Establishing the African Continental Free Trade Area under 

the terms of the Agreement, the Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) provided 

support for policy development and strengthening the private sector, including 

through capacity-building activities, at the national and regional levels. The policy, 

legal and institutional framework of Malawi was reviewed through a gender lens.  

21. Contextual specificities should be integrated into entrepreneurship strategies to 

leverage advantages. For example, Ecuador and Uganda benefited from UNCTAD 

policy advice to strengthen the capacity of the Governments to support the long -term 

social and economic inclusion of refugees and migrants and to enhance their positive 

economic and development impact on host countries. 19  

22. As the opportunity to “build back better” has been recognized more broadly as 

a future development model, political statements will need concrete action regarding 

implementation. In that regard, the importance of innovation and entrepreneurship to 

address challenges has increased. COVID-19 recovery packages offer a great 

opportunity, as seen worldwide for green investments and green entrepreneurship. 

The Global Recovery Observatory, however, found that in 2020 only 18 per cent of 

recovery spending and 2.5 per cent of total spending had positive green 

characteristics.20  

 

 

 IV. Supporting digital and technology entrepreneurs in 
developing countries 
 

 

23. Digital transformation opens up new possibilities and serves as a key catalyst 

for value creation and often disruptive innovation. Governments have increasingly 

“gone digital”, and digital technologies are being used by entrepreneurs to develop 

new digital goods and services, business strategies or finance innovation. The 

pandemic accelerated the process of digitalization, within public administration and 

the private sector, and opened up opportunities for digital entrepreneurs in 

e-commerce, financial technology (fintech) and health technology, to name a few. 

Digital entrepreneurs therefore have an influential supporting role in the 

implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals. 21  

24. In Estonia, the E-residency programme enables foreigners to easily establish 

and run businesses. The programme came into force in early 2021 and offers business 

founders with digital identity identification that can be used to set up start -ups from 

abroad, open bank accounts and declare taxes online. The goal is to accelerate 

business development, attract investors and entrepreneurial talent and establish the 

country as a global hotspot for digital innovation. 22 

25. In response to the pandemic, the Government of Paraguay, under its national 

innovation strategy, and the accelerator laboratory of the United Nations 

__________________ 

 19  UNCTAD, in partnership with the International Organization for Migration, the Office of the 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, the Economic and Social Commission for 

Western Asia, the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean and ECA, 

implemented the project “Promoting refugee and migrant entrepreneurship in East Africa, the 

Andean region and the Middle East”. 

 20  See https://greenfiscalpolicy.org/observatory/. 

 21  Broadband Commission for Sustainable Development, Working Group Report on Digital 

Entrepreneurship (2018), available at https://broadbandcommission.org//wp-content/uploads/ 

2021/02/WGDigitalEntrepreneurship_Report2018.pdf. For a definition of “digital 

entrepreneurship”, see Desirée van Welsum, “Enabling digital entrepreneurs”, background paper 

prepared for the World Development Report 2016: Digital Dividends , available at 

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/23646. 

 22  See www.genglobal.org/atlas/estonian-e-residency. 

https://greenfiscalpolicy.org/observatory/
https://broadbandcommission.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/WGDigitalEntrepreneurship_Report2018.pdf
https://broadbandcommission.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/WGDigitalEntrepreneurship_Report2018.pdf
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/23646
https://www.genglobal.org/atlas/estonian-e-residency
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Development Programme (UNDP) designed the Wendá platform. 23 Created in 2020, 

the platform seeks to connect businesses and build a digital and physical ecosystem 

into which entrepreneurs can tap to access crisis-related information and real-time 

data, as well as learn about solution mapping of existing entrepreneurship projects.  

26. Senegal ran an information, education and awareness campaign on the benefits 

of e-commerce across all segments of the population, while Indonesia launched a 

capacity-building programme to expedite digitization and digitalization among 

micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises.24  

27. In many transition economies and least developed countries, however, 

consumers and businesses have not capitalized on pandemic-induced e-commerce 

opportunities owing to the continued digital divide. Differences in the levels of 

readiness to engage in and benefit from a data-driven digital economy are seen in 

connectivity and data infrastructure, digital entrepreneurship and skil ls, as well as in 

availability of financial resources and institutional capacities for digital 

transformation. The shortage of appropriate skill sets in Governments can result in 

insufficient representation of technical and analytical expertise in legislat ive and 

regulatory framework development processes.25  

28. In the realm of fintech, the increasing share of funding for companies that have 

passed the start-up phase in total funding indicates industry consolidation. 26 Digital-

only banking is clearly increasing, with wealth management and broader service 

bundles being added as new services. Artificial intelligence is increasingly used to 

develop personalized solutions, and a much larger number of partnerships between 

incumbent financial institutions and fintech, as well as between non-financial players 

and fintech, is observed.  

29. The Central Bank of Brazil introduced the open banking model in a bid to 

modernize its financial ecosystem, increase competition and foster technological 

innovation within the finance industry. 27  Kenya unveiled the Kenya National 

Payments System Vision and Strategy 2021–202528 to further strengthen its fintech 

architecture, while its Capital Markets Authority created a regulatory sandbox to 

stimulate innovation and promote financial inclusion. 29  Malaysia has the largest 

Islamic fintech market. Start-ups in fintech benefit from government reforms (e.g. 

establishment of a regulatory sandbox and a fintech academy). 30 

30. In the past decades, health-care landscapes around the world have changed 

drastically owing to demographic and epidemiological shifts and the COVID-19 

pandemic. Entrepreneurial activities have catalysed innovation in both the practice 

and delivery of care, characterized by the delivery and innovation of health -care 

solutions guided by consumer needs, with digital solutions and data-driven models. 

__________________ 

 23  See www.genglobal.org/atlas/wenda-platform. 

 24  UNCTAD, “How COVID-19 triggered the digital and e-commerce turning point”, 15 March 

2021. Available at https://unctad.org/news/how-covid-19-triggered-digital-and-e-commerce-

turning-point. 

 25  TD/B/EDE/5/2; ECE, COVID-19 Impact on E-commerce. 

 26  Startup Genome, Global Fintech Ecosystem Report (2020). Available at https://startupgenome.com/ 

report/global-fintech-ecosystem-report-2020. 

 27  See www.bcb.gov.br/en/pressdetail/2284/nota. 

 28  Available at www.centralbank.go.ke/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/CBK-NPS-Vision-and-

Strategy.pdf. 

 29  BFA Global, “Fintech regulation in Kenya”, 31 January 2021. Available at 

https://bfaglobal.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/0.-Fintech-Regulation-in-Kenya.pdf. 

 30  Startup Genome, Global Fintech Ecosystem Report. 

https://www.genglobal.org/atlas/wenda-platform
https://unctad.org/news/how-covid-19-triggered-digital-and-e-commerce-turning-point
https://unctad.org/news/how-covid-19-triggered-digital-and-e-commerce-turning-point
https://undocs.org/en/TD/B/EDE/5/2
https://startupgenome.com/report/global-fintech-ecosystem-report-2020
https://startupgenome.com/report/global-fintech-ecosystem-report-2020
https://www.bcb.gov.br/en/pressdetail/2284/nota
https://www.centralbank.go.ke/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/CBK-NPS-Vision-and-Strategy.pdf
https://www.centralbank.go.ke/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/CBK-NPS-Vision-and-Strategy.pdf
https://bfaglobal.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/0.-Fintech-Regulation-in-Kenya.pdf
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31. The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) region can be considered 

as one of the most dynamic markets for medical device innovation. 31  In addition, 

evidence supports the use of e-health technologies, especially in countries with 

rapidly ageing populations, to tackle issues related to ageing and ensure collaboration 

to spread innovations where demand to meet growing health-care needs is high, thus 

ensuring sustainable ageing. 32  Latin America is also experiencing unprecedented 

growth in its technology ecosystem, with a strong digitalization of health -care 

systems.33 Finally, the number of e-health start-ups operating in Africa has increased 

by more than 50 per cent since 2017.34 Consequently, there is a strong potential for 

the development of digital solutions, particularly eHealth and mHealth. 35 The World 

Health Organization, in its global strategy on digital health 2020–2025, recognizes 

the role of start-ups and proposes a global framework for member States to develop 

digital health. 36  In Colombia, the government agency for entrepreneurship and 

innovation organized several workshops to integrate innovation in the health -care 

sector into its entrepreneurship strategy.  

32. The rise of “deep tech” 37  is a global phenomenon, present in more than 69 

markets. Deep tech attracts more private investment funding than other technologies. 

It often seeks to solve complex societal and environmental challenges and can have a 

significant impact on the achievement of the 2030 Agenda. 38 Deep tech companies 

were well positioned to support communities during the pandemic, and countries with 

strong academic hubs should therefore capitalize on this trend. As the current 

innovation landscape is far more fragmented and diverse than ever before, involving 

both large corporations and small entrepreneurs, owing to the emergence of powerful 

new platform technologies, 39  lowered barriers and other factors, deep tech is no 

longer a field reserved for the scientific community or deep-pocketed investors.  

33. In Latin America, Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia and Mexico have all  

presented artificial intelligence strategies recently. 40  In Asia, China, Malaysia, the 

Republic of Korea and Singapore have national artificial intelligence strategies. In 

Africa, a working group on artificial intelligence with experts from Smart Africa 

__________________ 

 31 Feng Hu, Liping Qiu and Haiyan Zhou, “Medical device product innovation choices in Asia: an 

empirical analysis based on product space”, Frontiers in Public Health, vol. 10, April 2022.  

 32  Myla M. Arcinas and others, “E-health and Healthy Aging among the Participating Countries in 

JST Sakura Science Exchange Program 2019”, Asia-Pacific Social Science Review, vol. 20, No. 2 

(June 2020). 

 33  Americas Society/Council of the Americas, “Innovative and sustainable healthcare: the future of 

health systems in Latin America”, AS/COA Healthcare Series (2020). Available at www.as-

coa.org/sites/default/files/archive/Healthcare2020_Final2.pdf . 

 34  Disrupt Africa, High Tech Health: Exploring the E-health Startup Ecosystem Report 2020 

(2020). Available at https://disrupt-africa.com/high-tech-health/. 

 35  The World Health Organization (WHO) defines “eHealth” as the cost-effective and secure use of 

information and communications technologies in support of health and health -related fields, 

including health-care services, health surveillance, health literature, and health education, 

knowledge and research. It defines “mHealth” as medical and public health practice supported by 

mobile devices, such as mobile phones, patient-monitoring devices, personal digital assistants 

and other wireless devices. 

 36  WHO, global strategy on digital health 2020–2025. The strategy underwent a two-year 

development process before its adoption at the Seventy-third World Health Assembly. 

 37  A term for technologies that are based on scientific or engineering breakthroughs and have the 

potential to be commercialized. Anastasia Nedayvoda, Peter Mockel and Lana Graf, “Deep tech 

solutions for emerging markets”, Fresh Ideas about Business in Emerging Markets Note No. 94 

(International Finance Corporation, November 2020).  

 38  Arnaud de la Tour and others, The Dawn of the Deep Tech Ecosystem (Boston Consulting Group 

and Hello Tomorrow, 2019). 

 39  A group of technologies used as a base on which other applications, processes or technologies  are 

developed. 

 40  See e.g. www.gob.cl/en/news/chile-presents-first-national-policy-artificial-intelligence/. 

http://www.as-coa.org/sites/default/files/archive/Healthcare2020_Final2.pdf
http://www.as-coa.org/sites/default/files/archive/Healthcare2020_Final2.pdf
https://disrupt-africa.com/high-tech-health/
http://www.gob.cl/en/news/chile-presents-first-national-policy-artificial-intelligence/
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member States, the private sector, international organizations, academia and 

entrepreneurs was established to guide the development of an artificial intelligence 

blueprint for the continent.41  

34. The “agrifoodtech”42 sector is a small but growing segment of the start-up and 

venture capital universe. Agrifoodtech has grown in terms of investment, and in the 

first half of 2021 alone it raised $24 billion globally, close to the amount raised in 

2020. The number of agrifoodtech start-ups founded by women has significantly 

increased over the past two decades. The sector is increasingly driven by innovation. 

While the entrepreneurial hub for agrifoodtech start-ups is in North America and Asia, 

the number of early-stage investment deals is rising in Africa, led by Kenya and South 

Africa.43  

35. Green and blue entrepreneurs and micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises 

are drivers of innovative, environmentally sustainable solutions needed to achieve the 

Sustainable Development Goals. The International Labour Organization (ILO) and 

the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) provide support across many 

countries by creating a culture of sustainable enterprise development, expanding 

access to skills for green jobs and markets for green products and services and 

supporting green, growth-oriented micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises 

through innovation challenge and business development programmes while 

enhancing productivity and competitiveness through workplace cooperation. An 

example is the Green enterPRIZE project implemented in Zimbabwe.44  

36. Implementing transparency and traceability along the supply chain allows 

reliable information to be obtained, which can help to reduce the use of new sources, 

reuse products and parts, and recycle waste. The Economic Commission for Europe 

(ECE) and the United Nations Centre for Trade Facilitation and Electronic Business, 

together with key industry stakeholders, launched a global framework initiative, the 

Sustainability Pledge, 45  implemented jointly with the International Trade Centre 

(ITC) and with the support of the European Union, to enhance transparency and 

traceability for sustainable value chains in the garment and footwear industry. 46 

Similarly, blockchain technology can help small and medium-sized enterprises by 

offering opportunities to increase the reliability and security of trade transactions. 47  

37. The protection of intellectual property rights is essential for these businesses. In 

this regard, the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) implements targeted 

activities to develop the knowledge and capacity of small businesses: the objective is 

to enable small and medium-sized enterprises to manage their intellectual property. 

Among others, WIPO has made available WIPO IP Diagnostics, 48 a software-based 

tool that allows any user to receive an automatically generated report concerning the 

intellectual property assets it may hold.  

38. To support innovative growth among entrepreneurs, ECE has developed 

handbooks on supporting innovative high-growth enterprises in Eastern Europe and 

South Caucasus49 and business incubators for sustainable development in the United 
__________________ 

 41  See https://smartafrica.org/knowledge/artificial-intelligence-for-africa/.  

 42  Referring to the innovation taking place across the food supply chain with the objective to try to 

improve or disrupt the global food and agriculture industry.  

 43  Startup Genome, The Global Startup Ecosystem Report 2022: Agtech and New Food Edition (2022). 

 44  See https://greenenterprize.org/. 

 45  See https://thesustainabilitypledge.org/index.html. 

 46  ECE, “Traceability for sustainable garment and footwear”. Available at https://unece.org/trade/ 

traceability-sustainable-garment-and-footwear. 

 47  See ECE/TRADE/C/CEFACT/2019/8.  

 48  Available at www.wipo.int/ipdiagnostics/en/index.html.  

 49  See https://unece.org/economic-cooperation-and-integration/publications/supporting-innovative-

high-growth-enterprises. 

https://smartafrica.org/knowledge/artificial-intelligence-for-africa/
https://greenenterprize.org/
https://thesustainabilitypledge.org/index.html
https://unece.org/trade/traceability-sustainable-garment-and-footwear
https://unece.org/trade/traceability-sustainable-garment-and-footwear
http://www.wipo.int/ipdiagnostics/en/index.html
https://unece.org/economic-cooperation-and-integration/publications/supporting-innovative-high-growth-enterprises
https://unece.org/economic-cooperation-and-integration/publications/supporting-innovative-high-growth-enterprises
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Nations Special Programme for the Economies of Central Asia subregion 50 to share 

best practices in the region. These are being extended to the countries of the Special 

Programme through a series of webinars51 and training activities.52  

39. The impact of initiatives supporting entrepreneurship and the development of 

micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises in these areas will be improved as 

progress is made in the formulation of more precise indicators and a reporting 

framework. For example, the UNEP data reporting tool for multilateral environmental 

agreements53 is the first tool supporting parties to effectively use synergies in the field 

of knowledge and information management for national reporting under biodiversity-

related conventions.  

 

 

 V. Integrating the most vulnerable entrepreneurs 
 

 

40. Inequalities between and within countries, including the digital divide, have 

amplified and widened because of the pandemic, affecting progress on the Sustainable 

Development Goals. At the firm level, these inequalities are strongly associated with 

gaps in productivity, scaling up, innovation and growth, all of which have an impact 

not only on aggregate economic growth but also on inclusion and societal well-being. 

To address this, the ILO Digitalize Your Business package, piloted in the Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic and the Philippines, is designed to help entrepreneurs to assess 

the status of their digitalization process. UNDP has also provided digital leadership 

and strategy training to development agencies.  

41. The pandemic highlighted the urgent need to support self-employed workers and 

address some problems often associated with informality. Digital solutions have been 

and are increasingly useful to facilitate formalization. The UNCTAD business 

facilitation programme offers a digital government platform that helps Governments 

to use technology to simplify and automate public administration. Assistance was 

provided to the Governments of Benin, Burundi, Cameroon, Lesotho, Mali, Nigeria 

and Togo. UNCTAD also recently launched an e-accounting tool for micro-, small 

and medium-sized enterprises, enabling them to generate financial statements that not 

only facilitate their access to finance and financial inclusion but also ensure that they 

are able to file accounts periodically, keeping them in the formal sector. Support was 

provided to Uganda to increase financial literacy and decrease informality among 

micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises. 

42. Similarly, the exponential growth of the fintech sector over the past few years 

allowed the unbanked part of the population to obtain access to financial services. Its 

primary use is to complement or enhance traditional financial services and deliver 

them to the underserved, thereby showing potential to become a powerful tool for 

development. 

__________________ 

 50  See https://unece.org/economic-cooperation-and-integration/publications/business-incubators-

sustainable-development-speca. 

 51  See https://unece.org/info/SPECA/events/363971. 

 52  See https://unece.org/info/SPECA/events/365117. 

 53  For more information, see https://dart.informea.org/. 

https://unece.org/economic-cooperation-and-integration/publications/business-incubators-sustainable-development-speca
https://unece.org/economic-cooperation-and-integration/publications/business-incubators-sustainable-development-speca
https://unece.org/info/SPECA/events/363971
https://unece.org/info/SPECA/events/365117
https://dart.informea.org/


A/77/254 
 

 

22-11976 12/18 

 

43. Social entrepreneurs generally seek to empower excluded individuals to 

participate in financial, social and economic systems. From providing educational 

technology and e-health services for the most vulnerable to developing community 

tracing initiatives, their work is more critical than ever. For example, with the 

application of new technologies (artificial intelligence and blockchain), social 

enterprises employing informal waste pickers can empower the informal sector to 

decentralize waste management. 54  In Argentina, Brazil, Colombia and India, local 

governments have signed contracts with previously informal waste picker 

cooperatives for waste collection.55  

44. Inclusive businesses emphasize integration along the value chain to create 

economic opportunities for low-income populations. After conducting a landscape 

study, Cambodia integrated inclusive business promotion in the National Strategic 

Development Plan 2019–2023.56 In early 2022, Viet Nam approved a programme to 

support private enterprises in sustainable business development for 2022–2025 with 

a view to promoting sustainable businesses, including inclusive business. The 

Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) has been 

promoting enabling policy environments for inclusive business in South -East Asia, in 

collaboration with the Inclusive Business Action Network. The Philippines was the 

first member of ASEAN to integrate inclusive businesses in its investment priorities 

plan and to establish a registration system for inclusive business.  

45. At the regional level, in 2020 the economic ministers of the ASEAN member 

States adopted the Guidelines for Promoting Inclusive Businesses in ASEAN, 57 

developed in partnership with the ASEAN secretariat, ESCAP and the Inclusive 

Business Action Network, making it the first region to adopt such a set of guidelines. 

In 2021, ESCAP conducted the first ever comprehensive data-collection exercise for 

social entrepreneurship in South-East Asia, which was used to inform government 

policy.58  

46. Migrant and refugee entrepreneurship offers significant opportunities for both 

destination and origin countries in terms of the potential for economic growth, as well 

as for promoting safe, regular and orderly migration. Following the methodology of 

the UNCTAD Entrepreneurship Development Programme (Empretec), 59  groups of 

local entrepreneurs and migrant and refugee entrepreneurs were trained in Ecuador 

and Uganda, while in Jordan seven entrepreneurship development workshops took 

place for women entrepreneurs from Jordan and the Syrian Arab Republic. Empretec 

workshops with mixed groups of local entrepreneurs and migrants or refugees opened 

__________________ 

 54  Taiane Ritta Coelho, Marcia Regina Martelozo Cassitas Hino and Samara Machry Oliveira 

Vahldick, “The use of ICT in the informal recycling sector: the Brazilian case of Relix ”, 

Electronic Journal of Information Systems in Developing Countries , vol. 85, No. 3 (May 2019); 

Richa Singh, Integration of Informal Sector in Solid Waste Management: Strategies and 

Approaches (New Delhi, Center for Science and Environment, 2021); and ITU, “Indian firm’s 

digital solution for urban waste pickers”, 29 July 2021. 

 55  United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat), World Cities Report 2022: 

Envisaging the Future of Cities  (Nairobi, 2022), p. 95. 

 56  Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, Landscape Study of Inclusive 

Business in Cambodia (Bangkok, 2021). 

 57  Available at https://asean.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/6.-ASEAN-IB-Promotion-Guidelines-

Endorsed-at-the-52nd-AEM.pdf.  

 58  British Council, ESCAP and Social Enterprise UK, The State of Social Enterprise in South-East 

Asia (British Council, 2021). 

 59  Since 1988, UNCTAD has been supporting member States with its Empretec programme, a 

flagship capacity-building programme for the promotion of entrepreneurship and micro-, small 

and medium-sized enterprises to facilitate sustainable development and inclusive growth.  

https://asean.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/6.-ASEAN-IB-Promotion-Guidelines-Endorsed-at-the-52nd-AEM.pdf
https://asean.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/6.-ASEAN-IB-Promotion-Guidelines-Endorsed-at-the-52nd-AEM.pdf
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up new opportunities for the UNCTAD Empretec centres in Ecuador and Uganda to 

serve vulnerable groups and contribute to their social and economic integration. 60  

47. In Uganda, an innovative blended finance programme by the Office of the 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the Swedish 

International Development Cooperation Agency and Grameen Credit Agricole 

Foundation is targeting 100,000 refugee and host community entrepreneurs, 70 per 

cent of them women. The programme supports and demonstrates the commercial 

viability of investing in refugee entrepreneurs and the communities that host them. In 

Brazil, the Refugee Entrepreneurs Platform,61 an initiative of UNHCR and the United 

Nations Global Compact in Brazil, aims to increase the visibility of businesses le d by 

refugee entrepreneurs. 

48. Entrepreneurship can be a vehicle for the integration of migrants into their host 

society. New business models emerging from a case study of multicultural companies 

show that these have a strong capacity for innovating and opening up to new markets 

and are more resilient to external shocks compared with more culturally homogeneous 

enterprises.62  An International Organization for Migration (IOM) project stemmed 

from the need to deepen the knowledge of the phenomenon in Italy with the aim of 

developing a system to support such initiatives.  

49. Globally, the proportion of women entrepreneurs tends to be lower, 63 and the 

effects of the pandemic on their businesses have been relatively more severe. The 

pandemic exacerbated existing inequalities, especially because it reinforced 

disproportionate demands on time from unpaid care and domestic work. In all 

economies, more men own or operate a limited company. On average, women make 

up a quarter and men make up three quarters of new business owners and directors.64 

The Gender Employment Gap Index indicates that, on average across countries, long-

run GDP per capita would be almost 20 per cent higher if all gender employment gaps 

were closed.65 With the economic slump that countries now face, none can afford to 

continue to miss out on this largely untapped dividend.  

50. In 2020, the United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment 

of Women (UN-Women) scaled up a gender-responsive procurement project, with 

approximately 40 countries having adopted some aspects of it since. It is also part of 

the Women’s Entrepreneurship Accelerator partnership to empower 5 million women 

entrepreneurs by 2030. UNCTAD offers online courses to integrate gender into trade 

policy, especially for small traders and entrepreneurs.66 Informal cross-border women 

traders in six border districts of Malawi, the United Republic of Tanzania and Zambia 

were trained in collaboration with border agencies,67 and, under its eTrade for Women 

initiative, online masterclasses on women empowerment in the digital economy were 

__________________ 

 60  An impact assessment of the Empretec programme in Angola in 2021 shows that the number of 

jobs created by beneficiaries of the programme between 2018 and 2020 increased by 67 per cent 

and that 85 per cent of the companies recorded a growth in sales over the same period.  

 61  See www.refugiadosempreendedores.com.br/. 

 62  A. Arrighetti, D. Bolzani and A. Lasagni, 2012, “Imprese etniche: competenze, strategie e 

mercati” (Ethnic businesses: skills, strategies and markets), working paper, Department of 

Economics, University of Parma, 2012.  

 63  World Bank, “Gender statistics”, Entrepreneurship Database, available at www.worldbank.org/ 

en/programs/entrepreneurship/gender. For a regional perspective, see ECE/CTCS/2022/4.  

 64  Frederic Meunier, Sabrina Fantoni and Sarah Kouhlani-Nolla, “We-Data: measuring the gap in 

female entrepreneurship around the world”, World Bank Blogs, 2 March 2022.  

 65  Steven Pennings, “A gender employment gap index (GEGI): a simple measure of the economic 

gains from closing gender employment gaps, with an application to the Pacific islands ”, Policy 

Research Working Paper, No. 9942 (Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 2022).  

 66  See https://unctad.org/topic/gender-equality/e-learning.  

 67  See https://unctad.org/project/informal-cross-border-trade-empowerment-women-economic-

development-and-regional-integration.  

http://www.refugiadosempreendedores.com.br/
http://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/entrepreneurship/gender
http://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/entrepreneurship/gender
https://unctad.org/topic/gender-equality/e-learning
https://unctad.org/topic/gender-equality/e-learning
https://unctad.org/project/informal-cross-border-trade-empowerment-women-economic-development-and-regional-integration
https://unctad.org/project/informal-cross-border-trade-empowerment-women-economic-development-and-regional-integration
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held for 131 women from 26 countries in the Balkans, Eastern Africa, Latin America 

and the Caribbean and the Arab region.68 The seventh edition of the Empretec Women 

in Business Awards recognized 72 finalists from 31 developing countries in 2020. 

Through its platform SheTrades.com, ITC connects to over 40,000 businesses and 

supports their development. The ESCAP “Catalysing women’s entrepreneursh ip: 

creating a gender-responsive entrepreneurial ecosystem” programme69 supported the 

world’s first bond focused on having a positive impact on women’s livelihoods and 

established an impact investment fund with a gender lens investing focus. Similarly, 

Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire and Senegal have been pilot countries for the 

implementation of an “inclusive bond” project managed by the African Women 

Leadership Fund, for which ECA has been a technical adviser. The ILO Gender and 

Entrepreneurship Together programme was adapted for online delivery, allowing 

training of trainers and entrepreneurs to continue in countries such as Ecuador, Egypt, 

Guatemala and Nepal. 

51. Progress has been made in finding adequate indicators to assess women 

entrepreneurship. The World Bank and United States Agency for International 

Development trust fund for women’s leadership in small and medium-sized 

enterprises has produced six modules on indicators measuring key determinants of 

successful women-led small and medium-sized enterprises in developing countries. 

Specifically, the modules provide a set of standardized questions for measuring core 

indicators of business outcomes, access to finance, business regulatory environment, 

human capital, non-cognitive skills and agency that are relevant for a gender-

disaggregated analysis.  

52. In the next decade, 1 billion young people are projected to enter the labour 

market. Almost 90 per cent of young people live in developing countries and face 

scarce, disrupted and informal employment opportunities. 70  The UNCTAD Youth 

Network highlights youth entrepreneurship as a key element for sustainable economic 

growth and transformational development. At the United Nations-led Sustainable 

Development Goals action zone 2020 event on bridging the digital divide, young 

digital entrepreneurs were spotlighted as key players to generate innovative solutions 

and leverage technology to address economic and social issues. 71 Similarly, the Youth 

Forum Declaration (TD/523), adopted in 2021 in the lead-up to the fifteenth session 

of UNCTAD, set out the priorities and recommendations for a resilient recovery in 

line with the Sustainable Development Goals, with youth entrepreneurship as one of 

its key components. ECA has also initiated a work stream on youth inclusion in the 

African Continental Free Trade Area, hosting several training sessions, webinars and 

mentorship programmes targeting young African entrepreneurs. 72  Work also 

continued with the Global Initiative on Decent Jobs for Youth through its global 

campaign on youth entrepreneurship and self-employment, launched by ILO, ITC, the 

United Nations Capital Development Fund, UNCTAD and the United Nations 

Industrial Development Organization.73 Entrepreneurship was promoted as a way to 

boost employment opportunities for young people. 

__________________ 

 68  See https://etradeforall.org/et4women/about-etrade-for-women/.  

 69  See www.unescap.org/projects/cwe. 

 70  Plan International, “Youth unemployment: the facts”, 6 May 2020. Available at 

https://gdc.unicef.org/resource/youth-unemployment-facts.  

 71  See https://sdgactionzone.org/class/leave-no-one-behind-bridging-the-digital-divide/.  

 72  Implemented in partnership with the Youth Alliance for Leadership and Development in Africa, 

the African Continental Free Trade Area secretariat, the African Export-Import Bank, UNDP and 

ITC. See www.uneca.org/stories/eca-launches-programme-of-work-on-sport-and-trade-for-the-

youth-and-people-with-disabilities. 

 73  See https://unctad.org/es/node/1582.  

https://www.shetrades.com/#/?lan=en
https://etradeforall.org/et4women/about-etrade-for-women/
http://www.unescap.org/projects/cwe
https://gdc.unicef.org/resource/youth-unemployment-facts
https://sdgactionzone.org/class/leave-no-one-behind-bridging-the-digital-divide/
https://www.uneca.org/stories/eca-launches-programme-of-work-on-sport-and-trade-for-the-youth-and-people-with-disabilities
https://www.uneca.org/stories/eca-launches-programme-of-work-on-sport-and-trade-for-the-youth-and-people-with-disabilities
https://unctad.org/es/node/1582


 
A/77/254 

 

15/18 22-11976 

 

53. Overall, the unprecedented changes for which entrepreneurs were unprepared 

have brought back to the discussion table the role of States in providing business 

development services. As part of the United Nations framework for the immediate 

socioeconomic response to COVID-19, UNCTAD coordinated the Global Initiative 

towards post-COVID-19 resurgence of the micro-, small and medium-sized 

enterprises sector in cooperation with the regional commissions and the Department 

of Economic and Social Affairs. The United Nations-wide response strengthened the 

capacity and resilience of micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises in developing 

countries and economies in transition to mitigate the economic and social impact of 

the global COVID-19 crisis. Partner agencies assisted Governments and 

entrepreneurs by providing targeted advisory and capacity-building services, 

including through the UNCTAD network of Empretec centres and certified Empretec 

trainers. The Department and UNCTAD also supported member Sta tes in further 

strengthening entrepreneurial skills of such enterprises, skills that foster business 

resilience and sustainable entrepreneurship. ESCAP created the Asia -Pacific MSME 

Policymakers Network, an experience-sharing and coordination mechanism for 

policymakers responsible for policy on micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises 

in the region, while the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, 

in collaboration with UNCTAD, supported regional institutions for micro -, small and 

medium-sized enterprises by identifying lessons learned and good practices from the 

pandemic and by generating spaces for dialogue between such enterprises and 

competition institutions. ECA provided training, online tools and policy 

recommendations to enhance the competitiveness of micro-, small and medium-sized 

enterprises and assist them in identifying new markets and new sectors of opportunity 

in the region. Focusing on the Middle East, the Economic and Social Commission for 

Western Asia developed the online platform “Manara”, a smart search engine that 

links and references all existing documents to themes related to micro-, small and 

medium-sized enterprises. ECE developed guidelines and best practices for micro -, 

small and medium-sized enterprises in delivering energy-efficient products and 

providing renewable energy equipment and to ensure resilience and progress towards 

a circular economy in sustainable resource management and critical raw material 

supply chain solutions. It also launched a course aimed at enabling such enterprises 

to select and implement international standards relevant to their specialization, 

emerging needs and business development plans.  

54. Since the outbreak of the pandemic, there has been a significant increase in the 

development of online training courses and tools. UNCTAD joined forces with the 

United Nations Institute for Training and Research to develop the e-learning courses 

on policymaking for inclusive and sustainable entrepreneurship and on 

entrepreneurship for migrants and refugees. The latter, which was done together with 

IOM and UNHCR, was designed to support policymakers and practitioners to 

understand the benefits of promoting entrepreneurship and its impact on sustainable 

development. The ILO Start and Improve Your Business programme developed new 

tools and materials over the past two years to respond to the impacts of the COVID-19 

crisis. With the support of the German Agency for International Cooperation, ILO has 

also been implementing the Sustainable and Resilient Enterprises training programme 

for small businesses through a combination of webinars, self -guided e-learning and 

individual coaching that seek to strengthen their resilience in the face of complex and 

compound natural, bioenvironmental, techno-industrial and sociopolitical hazards. 

ECA and the African Institute for Economic Development and Planning jointly 

developed an online training course on the role of technology and innovation for 

African businesses in addressing the impact of COVID-19, with the objective of 

building the capacities of businesses and policymakers in Africa to capitalize on the 

role that technology and innovation can play in building resilience. ECE developed a 
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self-paced online training course 74  to help micro-, small and medium-sized 

enterprises to build back better from the crisis by showing how international standards 

can improve business resilience, both in terms of preparedness and recovery.  

 

 

 VI. Conclusion 
 

 

55. Since 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic and related lockdowns have led to major 

health, social and economic challenges, sparing no country. Governments in many 

countries launched support schemes to keep economies and businesses afloat. 

Businesses were put to the test and were forced to demonstrate their resilience. Those 

that had already embraced digitalization and were part of a large business network 

were in a better position to survive. Business models were adjusted by most 

entrepreneurs, and digitalization across all sectors was accelerated. However, new 

difficulties arise with multiple crises in the food, energy and financial areas, among 

others, due to the war in Ukraine, bringing additional challenges to which 

Governments need to react. 

56. Since the adoption of resolution 75/211 in 2020, countries have significantly 

increased their efforts to support businesses, including micro-, small and medium-

sized enterprises, and to promote entrepreneurship. Despite this, divides between and 

within countries have further deepened and widened, and increased action is required 

to achieve the 2030 Agenda. 

57. In the light of the above, the following recommendations are aimed at designing 

and implementing policies to provide effective support to entrepreneurs and micro -, 

small and medium-sized enterprises, especially in developing countries:  

 

  Entrepreneurship policy should be coherent, targeted and effectively implemented  
 

 • As experience with technical assistance has shown, countries have many 

policies aimed at promoting micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises and 

entrepreneurship for different sectors and from different perspectives (education 

and training, innovation, access to finance and markets, regulation). This often 

results in multitudes of strategies with overlapping objectives. Policymakers 

should aim to design a simplified and coherent approach to entrepreneurship 

development.  

 • As illustrated in the present report, entrepreneurship promotion efforts often fail 

to distinguish between necessity entrepreneurs and opportunity  entrepreneurs. 

Support for these two types should be distinct, as they have different needs and 

promotional mechanisms have different effects. In many cases, too much focus 

is placed on the promotion of more attractive, technology-intensive opportunity 

entrepreneurs. Governments, especially in low-income countries, should 

balance the policy effort and resources devoted to the two types, in line with 

their relative importance in the economy.  

 • Experience has shown that a multi-stakeholder approach remains critical for the 

successful formulation and implementation of entrepreneurship policies. 

However, coordination efforts among ministries, institutions and agencies 

involved in entrepreneurship promotion sometimes consume significant 

resources. Lessons learned from UNCTAD technical assistance work shows 

that, in some cases, providing clear objectives and targets and delegating 

implementation responsibility to business development agencies or other 

relevant institutions can be more efficient and effective.  

__________________ 

 74  Available at https://e-learning.unece.org/.  

https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/75/211
https://e-learning.unece.org/
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  Government programmes to support business in times of crisis and uncertainty 

should be more inclusive of and accessible to micro-, small and medium-sized 

enterprises and entrepreneurs 
 

 • Over the past two years, many Governments introduced support schemes for 

business that, by design, were relatively more beneficial for large firms. Reasons 

include the need to focus on large employers or certain strategic sectors. Small 

firms, which are often more relevant for the economy and for employment in 

the aggregate and are often less resilient financially, should be able to gain 

access to support to a greater degree.  

 • Further efforts are also required to expand access to support measures for the 

most vulnerable groups, such as women, young people, ethnic groups,  persons 

with disabilities or low-literacy groups, as well as refugee and migrant 

entrepreneurs. This includes self-employed entrepreneurs, who are often active 

in the informal sector in developing countries, which is mostly bypassed by 

social support policies. 

 

  Government strategies aimed at increasing the formalization of small businesses 

should be more mindful of the sustainability of results and the need to provide 

benefits to entrepreneurs 
 

 • Formalization of micro-entrepreneurs in developing countries is important, not 

only to expand the formal economy and increase fiscal revenues but also to make 

entrepreneurs more resilient, increase their access to finance and public support 

programmes, and boost their growth perspectives. However, experience with 

technical assistance shows that many programmes focus excessively on 

registering entrepreneurs (“making them formal”) and not enough on providing 

benefits and overcoming barriers to continued operation in the formal sector 

(“keeping them formal”). 

 

  Digital economy policies should cover not only support for business digitalization 

but also digital government services and digital financial services for business  
 

 • As illustrated in the present report, a lesson from the pandemic is that the 

businesses that were able to survive and continue to grow were those able to 

digitalize their operation and distribution. Support for the digitalization of 

micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises and gaining access to the 

opportunities that digitalization can bring is therefore also a way to increase 

businesses’ resilience. The efforts of Governments themselves to digitalize their 

service provision to businesses also benefit micro-, small and medium-sized 

enterprises and entrepreneurs. Online platforms for administrative procedures 

for businesses help small firms to start and run their business and make it easier 

to reach vulnerable entrepreneurs or those in remote areas. Finally, digital 

services, including financial services (fintech), offer potentia l solutions to 

barriers to entrepreneurship and can help micro-, small and medium-sized 

enterprises to build resilience to negative shocks. The promotion of inclusive 

entrepreneurship can be facilitated through dedicated support for innovative 

solutions to social and environmental challenges.  

 

  Entrepreneurship development strategies should be inclusive, sustainable and 

Sustainable Development Goals-oriented 
 

 • As illustrated in the present report, entrepreneurship promotion policies can be 

highly effective in integrating and providing opportunities for the most 

vulnerable economic groups, including women, young people, and migrants and 

refugees. Examples of policies that can be oriented towards vulnerable groups 
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include skills training on digital and financial literacy, mentoring, and 

networking opportunities. Supplier linkage programmes and initiatives in 

special economic zones or innovation hubs have also proved effective. Policies 

for the promotion of social entrepreneurship and activity in the circular, green 

and blue economy provide further opportunities.  

 

  Coherent entrepreneurship strategies are best designed on the basis of solid evidence 

and data on entrepreneurial and small-business activity in the economy 
 

 • Governments should strengthen data collection to generate better insights for 

the promotion of sustainable entrepreneurship and to monitor and evaluate 

progress in implementation. 

58. In developing countries, resilience during and recovery from the multiple crises, 

and ensuring that entrepreneurship contributes to the achievement of the Sustainable 

Development Goals, will require substantial technical assistance for the development 

of coherent, coordinated and targeted entrepreneurship strategies focused on 

improving the business environment for entrepreneurs and designing support 

mechanisms that help to reverse the trend towards deeper and wider divides and that 

aim to leave no one behind. 

 


