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Foreword

Trade can offer businesses with ample opportunities for exchanging knowledge, boosting sales and revenue, and improving 
incomes. The realities of trade, however, often vary dramatically for businesses depending not just on factors such as size 
and location, but on whether the firm is led by men or by women. And what can get in the way of both major ecosystem 
changes and shorter-term competitiveness improvements often comes down not just to political will, cultural norms, and 
individual mindsets, but to data.

Since we first opened our doors over 60 years ago, ITC has seen firsthand how data is vital not just for firms to plan their 
production and export strategies, but for policymakers to have a fuller sense of the hurdles that hold people back from 
chasing their business dreams. Data can help counter and even disprove past assumptions about how policies work in 
practice, showing how many economic frameworks, rules, and norms do not affect people and firms equally. It can also 
shine a light on best practices that may have otherwise languished in the dark, inspiring and informing change.

That’s been the ethos of the SheTrades Outlook methodology, which has now been rolled out in over 64 countries, and 
which has served as the basis for deeper collaboration with policymakers in finding solutions that fully serve the needs of 
women entrepreneurs and business leaders. This work has led to concrete changes on the ground, with proven results—
and at a time when the fight for equal opportunities for women and men is becoming harder, supporting evidence-based 
policymaking is more important than ever. That is our goal at ITC, both across our work supporting SMEs around the world, 
and within our SheTrades Initiative, our flagship programme on women and trade that is now celebrating its 10th year.

As a major trading nation, the United Kingdom has built a strong track record in championing women’s economic 
empowerment through trade, both domestically and in its development strategies abroad. This report offers an in-depth 
analysis of the United Kingdom’s business and policy environment, highlighting successful innovations that have helped 
more women take part in economic activity and reap the benefits, while also noting areas for further development. ITC stands 
ready to support the United Kingdom Government as it continues its efforts to ensure that trade creates opportunities for 
all, leaving no one behind.

Pamela Coke-Hamilton

Executive Director 
International Trade Centre
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Executive summary

Women’s economic empowerment is a key objective for 
the United Kingdom, both domestically and globally. The 
United Kingdom has made progress in promoting women’s 
economic empowerment across its nations and regions, 
particularly through national and devolved approaches to 
its business environment and trade policy. 

Furthermore, the United Kingdom has actively championed 
trade and gender at the international level, including through 
its leadership in and the former UK Ambassador’s co-chairing 
of the World Trade Organization’s (WTO) Informal Working 
Group on Trade and Gender as well as the SheTrades 
Commonwealth+Programme.

SheTrades Outlook has made it possible to track the country’s 
progress on the trade and gender equality and identify 
opportunities for more inclusive policies. The key findings 
across six pillars are summarized below:

Domestically, the United Kingdom has made great strides in 
promoting an inclusive policy ecosystem for women:

	� Trade policy: The United Kingdom Government has 
incorporated gender provisions in trade policy and 
agreements, conducted impact assessments of trade 
agreements on protected groups, including gender, used 
gender indicators in projects and programmes, collected 
gender-disaggregated data on companies, established a 
trade and gender focal point, and trained the Department 
for Business and Trade staff on gender issues. 

	� Legal and regulatory framework: Laws in the United 
Kingdom guarantee equal rights to inheritance, ownership, 
and credit, provide protection from gender-based 
discrimination and sexual harassment in the workplace, 
and mandate gender-responsive budgeting. 

	� Business environment: National institutions provide 
business support services, incubators, and accelerator 
programmes, and help desks and grievance redress 
mechanisms to support entrepreneurs and exporters. 
The United Kingdom Government regularly publishes 
information about procurement tenders and processes 
and changes in Customs rules online. It has adopted a 
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public procurement policy scheme that awards scoring to 
social value considerations including workforce equality 
and opportunity.

	� Access to skills: National institutions offer upskilling 
programmes for workers and entrepreneurs and training 
on trade regulations. 

	� Access to finance: Financial and national institutions 
offer digital financial services, give financial support to 
women-led businesses to participate in trade fairs, and 
provide trade finance schemes to facilitate trade.

	� Work and society: Domestic laws guarantee that men 
and women can work in the same industries and perform 
the same tasks. The United Kingdom Government also 
regularly collects gender-disaggregated data on time-use. 

The country’s progress on trade and gender goes 
beyond national policies. Globally, through the SheTrades 
Commonwealth+Programme, the United Kingdom has:

	� Promoted inclusive trade policies in 12 developing 
countries;

	� Co-created the SheTrades Outlook tool for trade and 
gender policymaking and supported the SheTrades Outlook 
Network, a platform that connects government officials 
working on trade and gender to access international 
expertise, peer learning, and technical assistance;

Opportunities for reform

Key opportunities for reform include:

	� Mainstreaming gender into trade policy by making 
consultation processes more accessible for women, 
adopting a standard definition of a women-owned/led 
business, and providing training on gender issues to 
Customs officials.

	� Adopting inclusive frameworks such as incorporating 
trade issues in the UK Women, Peace and Security 
National Action Plan 2023-2027, implementing the single 
window electronic interface, and promoting women’s 
participation in public procurement.

	� Establishing monitoring mechanisms including 
mandating the collection of gender-disaggregated data 
across national institutions and agencies and financial 
institutions, and encouraging the collection of gender-
disaggregated data on complainants of trade malpractices, 
vendors in public procurement, and beneficiaries of market 
access training and business support services.

	� Implementing targeted initiatives such as providing 
targeted training on business and export skills and 
offering incentives for women to participate in skills 
programmes, raising awareness of women-led/women-
owed businessess and SMEs on leveraging UK’s free 
trade agreements and trade policy, developing financial 
instruments, including venture capital tailored for women-
led businesses, and mainstreaming gender in business 
innovation programmes and projects.

	� Encouraging wider use of SheTrades Outlook by WTO 
Members, and continuing official development assistance 
investments in women and trade while leveraging the 
SheTrades Outlook Network to build local capacity for 
inclusive policy design and implementation in developing 
countries.
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About the SheTrades Commonwealth+Programme

Timeframe

March 
2018

March 
2026

Objective

To increase economic growth and job creation in Commonwealth countries and other developing economies by enabling 
the increased participation of women-owned businesses in international trade. The Programme is funded by the United 
Kingdom Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office and implemented by the International Trade Centre (ITC) under 
the framework of the SheTrades Initiative.

Activities

	� Provide governments with the tools, information, and capacity to implement gender-responsive policies. Also offer 
a platform for governments to work collectively and share best practices, including through SheTrades Outlook and 
in-country technical assistance on policy reform.

	� Provide direct support to women-owned businesses. Build their competitiveness and their capacity to participate in 
trade through intensive training, mentoring, and coaching.

	� Work with business support organizations to improve the service offering for women entrepreneurs.

About SheTrades Initiative

ITC’s SheTrades Initiative is a global platform that empowers women to engage in business, creating value for both them 
and their communities. The initiative ensures that the right capacities and conditions are present to foster inclusive and 
sustainable trade.

SheTrades delivers activities and training that improve women traders’ ability to do business successfully. At the same time, 
the initiative works to remove inequalities that hinder women’s participation in trade and fosters a better trade environment 
for all. 
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CHAPTER 1	

SheTrades Outlook: Turning data into 
opportunity 

What is SheTrades Outlook?

SheTrades Outlook is an innovative, evidence-based 
policy tool co-designed by the International Trade Centre 
(ITC) and the United Kingdom under the SheTrades 
Commonwealth+Programme. It identifies policies, laws, 
or programmes that contribute to or prevent women’s 
participation in the economy and in trade. 

This first-of-its-kind tool is based on 55 indicators. These are 
grouped under six interlinked pillars: Trade Policy, Business 
Environment, Legal and Regulatory Framework, Access to 
Skills, Access to Finance, and Work and Society.

SheTrades Outlook is based on data collected by consultants 
from 20 national institutions and organizations on average per 
country. Data are collected through interviews guided by semi-
structured questionnaires. Examples of institutions surveyed 
include ministries of trade, education, finance, technology, 
and women’s affairs; public procurement authorities; customs 
authorities; central banks; national statistics offices; business 
associations; chambers of commerce; and other trade 
support institutions.

SheTrades Outlook also uses reliable, publicly available, and 
recently updated databases from the Inter-Parliamentary 
Union; the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization; the United Nations Statistics Division; the World 
Bank; and the World Economic Forum. Additionally, national 

experts have identified an average of three good practices 
per country.

As of 2025, SheTrades Outlook has been rolled out in 
64 countries in all geographic regions and of different levels 
of economic development.

SheTrades Outlook in the United 
Kingdom

Twelve national institutions were interviewed for the data 
collection. Institutions were chosen based on their strategic 
objectives and relevance for the six pillars of the initiative. The 
institutional survey was conducted in 2023. This policy brief 
presents the latest available data and includes information 
on initiatives and policies introduced by the United Kingdom 
Devolved Governments and the private sector, since 2023.

The SheTrades Outlook indicator scores range from zero 
to one. The United Kingdom performed the highest in the 
Legal and Regulatory Framework (0.95) category. This was 
followed by Work and Society (0.76), Trade Policy (0.70), 
Business Environment (0.70) and Access to Skills (0.62). It 
performed the lowest in Access to Finance (0.45). 

Detailed information on the scores under each pillar is 
presented below. This includes strengths, bottlenecks, and 
gaps identified in the data.
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Figure 1

SheTrades Outlook indicator scores

TRADE
POLICY

LEGAL AND
REGULATORY
FRAMEWORK

BUSINESS
ENVIRONMENT

ACCESS TO
SKILLS

ACCESS TO
FINANCE

WORK AND
SOCIETY

Source: SheTrades Outlook. See: https://outlook.shetrades.com/country-profiles/59/compare-to/5.

Box 1 Experiences in advancing inclusive trade

Women’s economic empowerment is a key objective for the United Kingdom Government, both domestically and 
globally. Unlocking women’s full economic potential is central to achieving ambitions on inclusive growth and 
open, free, and fairer trade, as it boosts competitiveness, fuels innovation, and strengthens business resilience.

On the international level, the United Kingdom has been a driving force in advancing the trade and gender 
agenda at the World Trade Organization (WTO) under the former UK Ambassador’s co-chairing of the Informal 
Working Group on Trade and Gender. Under this co-chairing, the group has made significant progress to 
implement the Buenos Aires Declaration on Trade and Women’s Economic Empowerment, secure gender 
equality commitments in WTO ministerial outcomes such as the Abu Dhabi Declaration at the 13th WTO Ministerial 
Conference, and published a joint Co-Chair Statement on Promoting Inclusive and Sustainable Trade Growth 
Through Gender Equality and Building a Gender-Responsive WTO. The group also developed tools like the 
Compendium of Financial Inclusion Initiatives for Women Entrepreneurs with the MSME Informal Working Group, 
the WTO Secretariat and ITC. 

The group has also launched the WTO’s International Prize for Gender Equality in Trade, facilitated high-level 
dialogues, and supported the WTO Secretariat with organising the 2025 WTO Symposium on Trade and 
Women’s Economic Empowerment. The group’s 2025–2026 Work Plan sets a roadmap for deeper integration of 
gender considerations in global trade policy and future ministerial outcomes.

https://outlook.shetrades.com/country-profiles/59/compare-to/5
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/womenandtrade_e/iwg_trade_gender_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/womenandtrade_e/iwg_trade_gender_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/womenandtrade_e/buenos_aires_declaration_e.htm
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/WT/MIN24/DEC.pdf&Open=True
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/WT/MIN24/6.pdf&Open=True
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/WT/MIN24/6.pdf&Open=True
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/womenandtrade_e/financial_inclusion_initiatives_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news25_e/iwgtg_27feb25_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/womenandtrade_e/women_0207202510_e/women_0207202510_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/womenandtrade_e/women_0207202510_e/women_0207202510_e.htm
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Domestically, the United Kingdom has set ambitious targets to achieve the highest sustained growth in the 
Group of 7, as outlined in its Plan for Change. Its Trade Strategy 2025, Modern Industrial Strategy 2025, and 
Small Business Plan 2025 (Backing your Business) envision a dynamic economy with a world-class business 
environment that leverages open and free trade to drive growth in frontier industries and supports small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). 

By prioritizing gender-responsive policies and creating opportunities for women for meaningful growth, the 
United Kingdom is not only advancing its own economic objectives but also demonstrating best practices for 
other countries seeking to align inclusive growth with these strategies.

The United Kingdom has made major contributions to women’s economic empowerment globally, particularly 
through the ITC’s SheTrades Commonwealth+Programme. This initiative drives economic growth and job 
creation in Commonwealth countries and beyond by increasing the participation of women-led and women-
owned businesses in international trade, including with the United Kingdom. 

As part of the programme, the United Kingdom co-created SheTrades Outlook with ITC in 2019, a trade and 
gender tool adopted by 64 countries to date, including the United Kingdom in 2023. It is becoming a primary 
tool for countries to track progress on the trade and gender agenda and identify opportunities for more inclusive 
policies. 

Building on insights from SheTrades Outlook, the United Kingdom and ITC have provided technical assistance 
to 19 countries. Twelve have developed gender-responsive trade and trade-related policies as a result of 
the support. ITC technical assistance includes reviewing policy drafts, incorporating gender considerations, 
conducting stakeholder consultations, and building the capacity of policymakers to integrate gender into trade 
policy, public procurement, and free trade agreements. 

Together, these efforts advance the United Kingdom’s strategic priorities on women’s economic empowerment 
and trade, deliver targeted investments towards gender equality, and contribute to the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals, particularly Goal 5.

This policy brief presents results from SheTrades Outlook in the United Kingdom, providing evidence on women’s 
participation in trade and identifying opportunities for more inclusive policies. The findings can inform domestic 
policymaking, guide future investments, and support the design of gender-responsive strategies that enhance 
competitiveness and business resilience. 

At the same time, they showcase the United Kingdom’s approach as a best-practice example, offering 
opportunities for peer learning and inspiration for other countries seeking to integrate gender into trade and 
industrial policy. By leveraging these insights, policymakers and stakeholders can strengthen inclusive growth 
and advance the United Kingdom’s commitments to gender equality, sustainable development, and global trade 
leadership.

https://www.gov.uk/missions
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-trade-strategy/the-uks-trade-strategy#executive-summary
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68595e56db8e139f95652dc6/industrial_strategy_policy_paper.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/688b1f6f1affbf4bedb7b11d/our-plan-for-small-and-medium-sized-businesses.pdf
https://www.shetrades.com/project/itc-shetrades-commonwealth-programme/
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Trade policy

Consultation process

lnitiatives or mechanisms are in place to include women’s  
associations/organizations in consultation processes

Women’s associations/organizations participate in consultation processes

Trade and gender-related concerns are included  
in policies and agreements

Policy or action plan on gender equality and women’s empowerment 
includes trade-related concerns

Trade agreements ar regional economic integration agreements  
include gender provisions

Assessment, monitoring and evaluation

Ex-ante and ex-post gender impact assessments of trade agreements  
are carried out

Trade policy uses gender indicators

Gender-disaggregated data

Law or regulation mandates the collection of gender-disagreggated data

Gender-disaggregated data is collected on companies

Women’s participation in strategic roles

Women are represented in ministerial and parliamentary positions

Capacity building on gender issues

Trade Ministry staff receive training on gender issues

A gender focal point focusing on trade and gender issues has been 
established
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CHAPTER 2	

Results: Strengths and challenges
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TRADE POLICY

The trade policy pillar focuses on the inclusiveness of trade 
policies, agreements, and practices. It includes the adoption 
of gender-responsive practices in trade and trade-related 
institutions.

The performance of the United Kingdom in this pillar is 
medium. This results from:

	� Including women’s business associations in consultation 
processes

	� Mainstreaming gender in trade policy and agreements

	� Undertaking impact assessments of trade agreements 
that consider gender alongside other protected 
characteristics

	� Using gender indicators in projects and programmes

	� Collecting gender-disaggregated data on companies

	� Establishing a trade and gender focal point and 
conducting training for Department for Business and 
Trade (DBT)1 staff on gender issues.

However, there are opportunities for improvements, such as:

	� Including trade-related concerns in the UK Women, Peace 
and Security National Action Plan 2023-2027

	� Adopting an internationally recognized definition of a 
women-owned or women-led business

	� Mandating the collection of gender-disaggregated data 
across all government agencies and departments

What works?

To inform inclusive trade policymaking, the Welsh 
Government commissioned qualitative research to explore 
the challenges faced by women exporters in Wales when 
accessing international markets. The study aimed to 
identify key barriers and examine potential solutions to 
support greater participation of women in global trade. The 
findings highlighted a range of recommendations, spanning 
practical interventions to more strategic measures. These 
recommendations are being taken forward by the Welsh 
Government, including efforts to increase knowledge and 
insight into the engagement of women entrepreneurs with 
export support services.

Similarly, the Scottish Government also commissioned 
a research project on the gender export gap to better 
understand what difference greater participation of women 
in exporting could make towards wider trade and economic 
targets, and how the Scottish Government could encourage 
and support that. The Gender Export Gap research report 
found that if women-led SMEs exported at the same rate 
as male-led exporters it could increase total turnover by 
between £2.1 billion and £6.3 billion over one year and 
between £3.4 billion and £10.3 billion over two years. The 
Report also provides a series of recommendations for 
the Scottish Government including raising awareness of 
exporting opportunities, including more women in trade 
missions, increasing the exposure of women’s networks 
and collating gender-segregated data for exporting. In 
order to implement these recommendations, the Scottish 
Government has established the Gender Export Gap 
Working Group along with delivery partners and policy leads. 
The group will report and its progress in the next Vision for 
Trade Annual Report.

The DBT’s Trade and Gender Equality team holds ad hoc 
meetings and a regular Trade and Gender Equality Policy 
Insights Forum with women-owned businesses, academics, 
and experts to inform trade policy. The DBT also launches 
‘Call for Input’ before negotiating free trade agreements, 
with submissions accepted online or by e-mail. 

The United Kingdom has made progress on advancing 
gender equality through trade agreements. In SheTrades 
Outlook, the levels of gender responsiveness in trade 
accords are rated as ‘limited’, ‘evolving’, or ‘advanced’. The 
United Kingdom is party to 40 free trade agreements. 

As of 2023, 18 of 36 evaluated trade agreements involving 
the United Kingdom demonstrated an evolving approach to 
gender responsiveness. The United Kingdom Government 
has signed three new agreements since 2023 – the 
Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-
Pacific Partnership, the United Kingdom–Ukraine digital 
trade agreement, and the United Kingdom–India free trade 
agreement. 

All three agreements incorporate gender provisions and 
highlight the Government’s efforts to promote women’s 
economic empowerment through trade. For instance, the 
2025 United Kingdom–India free trade agreement includes 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/gender-export-gap-scotland/
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a chapter on Trade and Gender Equality. This enables the 
partner countries to cooperate on gender equality to support 
women’s access to and equitable participation in trade. 

To assess the impact of trade agreements on protected 
groups, including gender, the United Kingdom conducts 
ex-ante impact assessments on all newly negotiated Free 
Trade Agreements signed post-Brexit, with the expectation 
that these will be covered in the ex-post evaluation published 
five to 10 years after the entry into force of the agreement. 
Previously, the ex-ante impact assessments have examined 
the gendered effects of trade on women as workers by 
analysing the proportion of women and men in major 
exporting sectors and estimating how employment in these 
sectors is likely to rise or fall as a result of the trade agreement.

The United Kingdom’s Devolved Governments also 
contribute to promoting gender equality through trade policy. 
For instance, the Welsh Government has established the 
Wellbeing of Future Generations Act (2015) which requires 
public bodies to think about the long-term impact of their 
decisions. The Act establishes seven wellbeing goals that 
the Welsh Government promotes during trade negotiations. 
Moreover, the Welsh Government also undertakes an 
analysis of trade agreements to assess the impact on the 
seven goals. So far, the Welsh Government has analysed the 
Australia, New Zealand, and Comprehensive and Progressive 
Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership.

Gender-disaggregated data are collected on companies. The 
Office for National Statistics produces datasets on businesses 
and employment and collects data on women-led exporting 
companies. The National Survey of Registered Business 
and the Longitudinal Small Business Survey gather gender-
disaggregated data on company ownership. The Office for 
National Statistics also collects gender-disaggregated data 
on employment and senior management. 

Additionally, the Department for Business and Trade 
commissioned the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development’s Directorate for Science, Technology and 
Innovation Research to develop its Trade in Employment 
database, which will include breakdowns by gender, age, 
and skills. 

The DBT staff have received training on trade and gender 
equality issues. Topics include women’s participation in trade 
through their multiple roles, barriers to trade for women, and 
the gendered impacts of trade. 
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The DBT has a Trade and Gender Equality team that operates 
as the primary gender focal point in trade. They develop, 
negotiate and implement policy to achieve more gender-
equitable trade outcomes. This includes cooperating with 
international partners and promoting gender equality in 
multilateral forums, such as the World Trade Organization’s 
(WTO) Informal Working Group on Trade and Gender.

The United Kingdom’s progress on trade and gender goes 
beyond national policies. Globally, through the SheTrades 
Commonwealth+Programme, the United Kingdom has 
promoted inclusive trade policies in 12 developing countries. 
In Ghana, for instance, the programme supported the 
development of a gender-responsive policy on micro, small 
and medium-sized enterprises and the National Export 
Development Strategy. In Sri Lanka, it helped institutionalize 
regular data collection and progress tracking on trade and 
gender in the mandate of the Export Development Board. 

The United Kingdom has also supported the creation of the 
SheTrades Outlook Network, which connects government 
officials working on trade and gender across countries that 
have onboarded the tool. The platform serves as a gateway 
for in-country stakeholders to access international expertise, 
peer learning, and technical assistance – for instance, on 
practical ways to integrate gender into trade agreements 
and policies. 

Through regular workshops and peer-to-peer exchanges, 
government focal points share experiences, learn from global 
best practices, and strengthen their capacity to design and 
implement gender-responsive policies while improving data 
collection to monitor progress.

Where is more progress needed?

Gender-disaggregated data is collected for individuals 
participating in consultations on trade agreements, but not 
for organizational respondents. To strengthen inclusiveness, 
the DBT could establish a formal mechanism to engage 
women’s business associations in consultations and collect 
gender-disaggregated data on organizational representatives 
to better monitor participation.

The United Kingdom’s action plan for building a more 
representative and effective approach to tackling conflict, 
the UK Women, Peace and Security National Action Plan 
2023-2027, does not address trade or entrepreneurship. 
This presents an opportunity to expand its scope. Integrating 
women’s economic empowerment and gender-responsive 
trade policies into the action plan could strengthen the United 
Kingdom’s gender strategy and provide a model for linking 
gender equality with inclusive economic growth.

The Office for National Statistics could consider mandating 
all government agencies and departments to collect gender-
disaggregated data. 

There is also an opportunity for the United Kingdom to adopt 
an internationally recognized definition of women-led or 
women-owned businesses, as outlined in the International 
Organization for Standardization (ISO) International Workshop 
Agreement 34: Women’s entrepreneurship - Key definitions 
and general criteria.2,3 Using such a standard definition would 
enable national institutions to better target beneficiaries of 
women’s economic empowerment programmes and monitor 
their impacts. 

Furthermore, adopting the agreement would allow the United 
Kingdom to contribute to the collection of comparable data on 
women’s entrepreneurship at regional and international levels.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/645d2d94ad8a03001138b33c/uk-women-peace-security-national-action-plan-2023-2027.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/645d2d94ad8a03001138b33c/uk-women-peace-security-national-action-plan-2023-2027.pdf
https://www.iso.org/standard/79585.html
https://www.iso.org/standard/79585.html
https://www.iso.org/standard/79585.html
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Legal and regulatory framework

Signing, ratification and enforecement of key international 
conventions 

Country has ratified the CEDAW and CEDAW optional protocol 

Country has ratified and enforced ILO Conventions 100, 111, and 183 

Gender-responsive budgeting approach 

Government uses gender-responsive budgeting approach

Laws that facilitate access to productive resources 

Law provides women and men with equal rights to property and access to 
financial services 

Laws that facilitate access to the labour market

Law mandates non-discrimination in employment based on gender, protection 
from sexual harassment and equal remuneration for work of equal value 

Paid parental leave policies 

Maternity leave benefit is mandated 

Paternity leave benefit is mandated 

Childcare and education support and facilities 

Parents receive childcare and education support 
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LEGAL AND REGULATORY 
FRAMEWORK

This pillar evaluates a country’s adoption of laws and 
regulations protecting and promoting women’s rights. It 
also covers laws and policies that encourage women’s entry 
into, and continuity and advancement in, labour markets. An 
example would be laws that help women combine work with 
childcare responsibilities. More than 50% of the data for this 
pillar were sourced from the World Bank’s Women, Business 
and the Law project; the Office of the High Commissioner 
for Human Rights; and the International Labour Organization 
(ILO) Information System on International Labour Standards.

The United Kingdom has the highest performance in this pillar. 
The United Kingdom has ratified international conventions 
and the establishment of national laws that provide men and 
women equal inheritance and ownership rights, as well as 
access to credit. There are also laws against gender-based 
discrimination and sexual harassment in the workplace. 
Further, the United Kingdom Government has adopted a 
gender-responsive budgeting approach. Moreover, the 
Devolved Governments in Scotland, Wales, and Northern 
Ireland have powers to legislate and implement policies on 
gender equality within their respective areas of competence.

What works?

Internationally, the United Kingdom has demonstrated its 
commitment to gender equality by ratifying the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, 
the Convention’s Optional Protocol, and ILO Conventions 
100 (equal remuneration) and 111 (non-discrimination in 
employment and occupation).

The United Kingdom Government has also ratified ILO 
Convention No. 190 on Violence and Harassment. The United 
Kingdom played a leading role in negotiating the contents 
of the Convention. The Convention provides for the first 
internationally agreed definition of violence and harassment 
in the world of work, including of gender-based violence. 
Through ratifying the Violence and Harassment Convention, 
the United Kingdom agreed to uphold these provisions in 
line with its domestic approaches. This included supporting 

the Equality and Human Rights Commission to develop a 
statutory Code of Practice on workplace harassment, as well 
as preparing practical guidance for employers on preventing 
sexual harassment in the workplace.

Domestically, the United Kingdom Government has enacted 
legislation to ensure women and men have equal inheritance 
and property rights. It also guarantees equal access to credit 
and prohibits discrimination in opening bank accounts. In the 
workplace, the country has laws preventing gender-based 
discrimination and protecting against sexual harassment, as 
well as legislation ensuring equal pay for work of equal value.

The purpose of the Publilc Sector Equality Duty is to make 
sure that the public authorities and organisations carrying out 
public functions think about how they can improve society 
and promote equality in every aspect of their day-to-day 
business. The United Kingdom Government is committed 
to protecting and upholding the Public Sector Equality Duty, 
including ensuring that the duty is met by all parties exercising 
public functions. This means that they must consider and 
keep reviewing how they promote equality in all their functions 
including: decision-making; internal and external policies; 
procuring goods and services; the services they provide; 
recruitment; promotion; and performance management of 
employees. 

The United Kingdom Government also supports work–life 
balance and family well-being through policies such as 
1–2 weeks of parental leave for fathers and a range of 
childcare and education services. For example, in England, 
government funded childcare is available for three and 
four-year-olds and provides up to 15 hours per week for all 
eligible families, or up to 30 hours for eligible working families. 

In Scotland, government funded childcare is available for 
three to five-year-olds with up to 1,140 hours of funded early 
learning and childcare a year. This is around:

	� 22 hours a week if used all year

	� 30 hours a week if used only during school term time

	� Some two-year olds can get funded early learning and 
childcare.
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In Wales, eligible working parents can receive up to 30 hours 
of government funded early education and childcare for up 
to 48 weeks a year for three and four-years olds.

Where is more progress needed?

The United Kingdom could ratify ILO Convention 183 on 
maternity protection to further strengthen support for working 
women. Women are entitled to take up to 52 weeks of 
Statutory Maternity Leave; the first 26 weeks are known 
as ‘Ordinary Maternity Leave’ and the last 26 weeks as 
‘Additional Maternity Leave’. Women may also be entitled 
to Statutory Maternity Pay which is paid for a maximum of 
39 weeks. For the first six weeks, it is paid at a weekly rate 

equal to 90 percent of the woman’s average weekly earnings, 
with no upper limit. For the remaining 33 weeks, it is paid at 
the lower of either the standard rate (£187.18 in 2025/26) or 
90 percent of the woman’s average weekly earnings. Aligning 
maternity leave policies with ILO Convention 183 by providing 
full pay could enhance women’s economic security, support 
their continued workforce participation, and reinforce the 
country’s commitment to gender equality.

Women often face the disproportionate burden of caring 
responsibilities across all spectrums, including childcare 
and looking after elderly relatives. There is also an 
opportunity for the United Kingdom Government to put 
in place policies and working practices that support and 
balance these demands.
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Business environment

Representation of women business associations 

Women’s business associations are represented at the national level

Women-led businesses participate in activities conducted  
by chambers of commerce 

missing data

Business start-ups 

Support services are available when establishing a company 

National institutions implement incubator/accelerator programmes

Access to trade and customs information 

Help and information desks are available at government offices to assist 
companies in complying with national regulations and export/import 
requirements 

lnformation on changes in customs procedures and trade  
regulations are announced in a timely manner

Public procurement 

lnformation on public procurement process, vendors  
and transactions are available 

Preferential scheme on public procurement for women-led  
businesses is implemented

Reporting and monitoring unfair practices in trade 

Means exist for women and men to report complaints on  
wrong doing on trade regulations ar procedures 

Trade facilitation and gender-responsive framework in customs 

Single-window electronic interface is available 

Gender-sensitive guidelines by the World Customs Organization  
or other national monitoring framework is implemented

Border-level customs agents and officials receive training  
on gender-sensitive practices
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BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT

A business ecosystem conducive to resilient growth is 
essential throughout the business cycle. This pillar focuses 
on the inclusiveness of the business ecosystem and covers 
the industry bodies supporting women’s entrepreneurship. It 
also assesses the ease and cost of establishing and running a 
business, trading across borders, and accessing information 
and public procurement markets.

The United Kingdom has a medium-high score in this 
pillar. This is due to the existence of women’s business 
associations in the country, the availability of business 
support services, incubators and accelerator programmes, 
and the establishment of help desks and grievance redress 
mechanisms. Information about procurement tenders and 
changes in Customs rules is published online. The United 
Kingdom has also adopted a social value model in public 
procurement which includes gender equality considerations. 

Opportunities for improvement exist, however, such as:

	� Collecting gender-disaggregated data on suppliers in 
public procurement

	� Providing training on gender issues to Customs officials

	� Fully implementing a single window electronic interface

	� Collecting gender-disaggregated data on beneficiaries of 
support services when establishing a company

What works?

Women’s business associations have a national presence 
across the United Kingdom. For example, the Organization 
of Women in International Trade serves as a key voice for 
women in business and trade at the national level.

Business support services are available when establishing 
a company in the United Kingdom. The Department for 
Business and Trade implements several schemes that 
support the establishment of a firm by providing information 
on taxes, exporting, and business development. For instance, 
the DBT recently launched a new Business Growth Service 
to make it easier and quicker for businesses across the 
country to get the help, support, and advice they need to 
start, scale, and succeed. 

This support will also be integrated with locally led delivery 
through Growth Hubs across the country that provide 
local businesses with advice and support on scaling up, 
management, innovation, exporting, and understanding 
regulation. The United Kingdom Government also offers a 
business support helpline that provides support on:

	� starting a company

	� running and growing a business

	� selling overseas from the United Kingdom

	� investing and expanding in the United Kingdom

The Scottish government also provides support services 
when establishing a business. In 2024, the Scottish 
government provided funding to the South of Scotland 
Enterprise to operate a pre-start pilot which offered specialist, 
place-based coaching and support services to potential 
founders, particularly women and other under-represented 
communities. This pre-start pilot was developed based on a 
2023 Scottish Government report called Pathways: Women 
in Entrepreneurship. The report undertook data analysis 
and stakeholder engagement to better understand women’s 
entrepreneurhsip in Scotland and provided recommendations 
to address under-representation in business. In 2025-2026, 
the Scottish government is providing additional funding 
to continue the pilot and also launch a similar pilot in the 
Highlands and islands.

The DBT has also launched a Trade and Gender Equality 
webpage, a dedicated site that helps women in trade find the 
resources and support they need to expand their businesses. 
The site collates information on the United Kingdom’s 
commitments in free trade agreements, programmes available 
for women in trade across all regions of the country, and a 
resource for women to report gender-related barriers in trade.

DBT’s Business.gov.uk hosts an offers an export enquiry form 
through which businesses can access the Export Support 
Service which includes a number of support offers. The 
Export Support team provides support, including connecting 
businesses to relevant partners, depending on their needs. 
DBT also offers a network of International Trade Advisers that 
support businesses to sell overseas by providing face to face 
and practical support and strategic guidance. 

https://www.gov.uk/business-finance-support?types_of_support%5B%5D=expertise-and-advice&business_stages%5B%5D=start-up
https://www.business.gov.uk/
https://helptogrow.campaign.gov.uk/get-support-from-your-local-growth-hub-team/
https://www.gov.uk/get-business-support
https://www.gov.scot/publications/pathways-new-approach-women-entrepreneurship/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/pathways-new-approach-women-entrepreneurship/
https://www.business.gov.uk/campaign/trade-gender-equality/
https://www.business.gov.uk/campaign/trade-gender-equality/
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In addition, DBT’s International Markets Advisers support 
UK SMEs by providing market-specific, in-country guidance. 
It provides one-to-one consultations, connections with 
potential buyers and distributors, and introductions to the 
Overseas Referral Network via the Export Support Directory. 
The Export Support Directory are private sector service 
providers that help businesses with commercial issues 
such as local accountants, legal experts, sector specialists, 
translation or HR services. 

Finally, DBT has also developed more than 140 practical 
guides for businesses on the Comprehensive and Progressive 
Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership and the Australia and 
New Zealand FTAs.

Incubator and accelerator programmes are also available 
for women-led start-ups such, as The Pitched Investment 
Platform. DBT’s Global Entrepreneur Programme supports 
international female founders of high growth tech businesses 
to establish in the United Kingdom and operates across the 
United Kingdom Government’s industrial strategy sectors. 
We are Radikal and We in Social Tech are also incubator 
programmes for women entrepreneurs in the country. Another 
initiative designed for women entrepreneurs is the Women’s 
International Network Programme, which aims to increase the 
participation of women-owned and women-led businesses 
in international trade through tailored support.

Updated information on customs procedures and 
trade regulations is published online 90 days before 
implementation. Information can be accessed at the 
Exporting Goods from the United Kingdom and Importing 
Goods into the United Kingdom pages on government 
website. Updates are also available on the His Majesty’s 
Revenue and Customs website.

There are mechanisms to report trade barriers through the 
DBT’s Report a Trade Barrier tool. His Majesty’s Revenue and 
Customs also collects gender-disaggregated information 
on the Customs workforce and publishes an annual pay 
gap report.

Public bodies advertise contracts above a certain threshold 
on Contracts Finder. The United Kingdom Government also 
uses a Social Value Model launched in 2020 to promote 
supplier diversity, including women-led businesses. 
Contracting authorities allocate at least 10% of the quality 
score in tenders to social value criteria, requiring bidders to 
outline plans for tackling workforce inequality and ensuring 
equal opportunity.

The United Kingdom Government could further strengthen 
gender-responsive public procurement by introducing 
measures such as quotas or targets for women-led 
businesses and by including women-owned businesses in 
subcontracting plans. Adopting these measures would ensure 
that women and men can equally bid for, win, and supply 
to government contracts. The ITC policy guide, developed 
through the SheTrades Commonwealth+Programme, 
Making Public Procurement Work for Women, provides 
recommendations on reshaping public procurement to 
improve women’s participation.

Where is more progress needed?

The United Kingdom Government should consider creating 
a gender-disaggregated database of registered suppliers. 
This could help map women’s participation in government 
procurement and ensure that women-led businesses are 
notified of smaller tender opportunities. The United Kingdom 
Government could also collect gender-disaggregated data 
on people reporting trade malpractices to better understand 
women’s needs and inform trade policy improvements.

Additionally, there is an opportunity for His Majesty’s Revenue 
and Customs to fully implement the single window electronic 
interface to integrate all customs procedures and authorities 
and provide training for border-level customs agents on 
gender-sensitive practices.

https://www.b-radical.co.uk/
https://uk.linkedin.com/showcase/we-in-social-tech/
https://www.gov.uk/export-goods
https://www.gov.uk/import-goods-into-uk
https://www.gov.uk/import-goods-into-uk
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/hm-revenue-customs
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/hm-revenue-customs
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/report-a-trade-barrier
https://www.contractsfinder.service.gov.uk/Search/Results
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/procurement-policy-note-0620-taking-account-of-social-value-in-the-award-of-central-government-contracts
https://outlook.shetrades.com/admin/upload/publications/documents/Public Procurement Guide_EN.pdf
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Access to skills

Education and literacy 

Law mandates compulsory education 

Gender disaggregated data on adult literacy missing data

Skills programmes for workers and entrepreneurs 

Enrolment rate in technical and vocational programmes (female/male ratio) 

Skills training programmes for workers are conducted

Business skills training for MSME owners are conducted

Training to facilitate access to markets are conducted 

Targeted support and capacity building programmes for women 

National institutions provide targeted support and capacity building 
programmes for women 

Access to ICT and business innovation support 

Policies and programmes are in place to support women’s business innovation 

Access to internet 
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ACCESS TO SKILLS

Better access to education is essential to build necessary 
skills and reduce the imbalance of opportunities between 
men and women. It is also vital to break the vicious cycle 
of poverty. This pillar focuses on measures designed to 
enhance women’s abilities and business-related skills. 
One objective is to close the education gap. Another is to 
equip women with the capacity to compete and succeed 
in international markets and occupations traditionally 
dominated by men.

The United Kingdom has medium performance in this pillar. 
National institutions offer upskilling programmes for workers 
and entrepreneurs and training on trade regulation. There 
are business innovation programmes that target women. 
However, there is an opportunity to provide targeted support 
to women’s business associations, incentives for women-led 
businesses to participate in training.

What works?

The United Kingdom Government invests in building skills 
and supporting career advancement at home, creating 
a foundation for broader economic growth that can be 
replicated internationally through its Official Development 
Assistance. Domestically, the Department for Education 
implements the Skills for Life programme, offering flexible, free 
bootcamps across the country that fast-track adult learners 
to the interview stage for vacancies in key sectors, including 
digital, technical, construction, logistics, and green skills. 

The National Careers Service complements this by providing 
a database of free online learning courses for lifelong learning. 
The government recently created Skills England, an executive 
agency of the Department for Work and Pensions. Skills 
England will provide guidance on the country’s current and 
future skills needs. It will set direction on the national skills 
agenda and ensure targeted training to drive growth and 
reduce economic activity. 

The National Careers service’s Find a Course product helps 
people find courses and training that are funded by the 
Department for Education. The government is also bringing 
forward a new growth and skills offer, which will offer greater 
flexibility to employers and learners and support the skilled 
workforce needed to deliver the Industrial Strategy. To promote 
people’s participation in training workshops and programmes, 

the government has announced it will reintroduce targeted 
means-tested maintenance grants by the end of this 
Parliament, and committed to increasing maintenance loans 
in line with forecast inflation every academic year. Further, 
care leavers will automatically become eligible to receive the 
maximum rate of maintenance loan. 

The government is also planning to introduce the Lifelong 
Learning Entitlement from academic year 2026/27 to help 
people study flexibly in a way that suits their needs. To go 
further, the government will consult on including “break 
points” within degrees, so students can gain recognised 
qualifications as they progress through higher education. 

Moreover, Skills England will work in partnership with 
employers to support clearer navigation of the skills 
system. The Department for Work and Pensions will work 
with employers to fill vacancies by finding the right people 
with the right skills or setting them on a path to grow the 
necessary skills. 

In addition, at the Devolved Government level, in England, the 
government is bringing together Jobcentre Plus services with 
the National Careers Service to create greater awareness and 
focus on skills and careers as well as better join-up between 
employability and careers provision. The new Jobs and 
Careers Service will support people into work; help people 
to progress in work, including through boosting their skills 
and making informed choices about their careers.

Entrepreneurs and business owners have access to targeted 
support as well. The Help to Grow programme provides 
leadership training and mentoring on topics such as strategy, 
innovation, employee engagement, and creating a tailored 
business plan. Designed for flexibility, it accommodates 
participants’ work and personal commitments, with 90% of 
the programme funded by the United Kingdom Government 
and delivered in partnership with the Small Business Charter. 

The United Kingdom Business Academy provides free skills, 
capability, and knowledge training to help United Kingdom 
businesses grow. Training courses include topics such as 
starting a business, scaling, digital skills and finance, etc. 
The Business Academy platform also organizes webinars 
with experts and partners from DBT, business support 
organisations such as Growth Hubs as well as private sector 
businesses. The platform will also launch a video on demand 
service in early 2026.

https://www.skillsforcareers.education.gov.uk/pages/skills-for-life
https://nationalcareers.service.gov.uk/
https://helptogrow.campaign.gov.uk/skills-and-mentoring/courses-and-resources/
https://www.business.gov.uk/export-academy/
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The Kick Off in Business initiative offers free, one-week online 
courses on grants and loans, tax and expenses, business 
planning, business proposals, and sales strategies, helping 
people start a business or become self-employed.

In addition to this, the Business Academy delivers over 
500 webinars a year to 12,000+ companies on a wide variety 
of trade and business-related subjects. The programme is 
aimed at small and medium-sized companies. Topics range 
from foundational international sales skills to sector-specific 
webinars, market access events, and the benefits of free 
trade agreements. 

The Organization of Women in International Trade UK, a 
non-profit business network, provides advocacy, knowledge-
sharing, training and capacity-building activities to strengthen 
women-led SMEs’ access to global markets and international 
opportunities. It is also promoting an inclusive trade 
ecosystem by encouraging the use of gender-disaggregated 
data in policymaking and implementation.

The University of Warwick and the Chartered Institute of 
Export & International Trade implement the Women in Trade 
Hub UK. It provides mentoring and networking opportunities 
for women to increase their participation in international 
trade. For instance, Women in Trade Hub UK has launched 
an online forum to connect women in trade. It is also creating 
a centralised resource hub that provides information on 
resources, funding, opportunities, and training for women.

The Digital Exporting Programme offers free support to the 
United Kingdom’s goods and services exporters at every 
stage of their exporting journey. As part of this, the DBT 
delivers a dedicated initiative to support and encourage 
more women-founders and women-led businesses to sell 
and scale internationally across the globe as well as secure 
appropriate finance. The Office for National Statistics also 
collects gender-disaggregated data on internet usage, which 
helps inform digital skills programmes and initiatives.

There are programmes and policies that support business 
innovation, including some targeting women. For instance, 
the UK Research and Innovation Challenge Fund holds 
competitions for research, development, and feasibility 
studies to create new supply chains and markets, with winning 
companies receiving innovation funding.

Similarly, Innovate UK offers Smart Grants to SMEs 
developing disruptive technological innovations, Innovation 
Loans of up to £150 million ($203 million) over three years, 
and grants of up to £80 million ($108 million) over three 
years. The Women in Innovation programme addresses 
the stark underrepresentation of women in business and 
innovation. Innovate UK has invested over £11 million in 
more than 200 Women in Innovation award winners and 
built a thriving network of 10,500+ women business leaders. 
Purple plaques to recognise and celebrate award winners 
have been unveiled at schools, colleges and universities 
across the United Kingdom to inspire future generations. 

Results: Strengths and challenges
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https://www.kickoffinbusiness.co.uk/about-kickoff
https://www.business.gov.uk/campaign/digital-exporting-programme/
https://www.ukri.org/what-we-do/ukri-challenge-fund/
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Most notably, across all Innovate UK awards, the proportion 
of successful women-led applications has risen from one in 
seven to one in three.

Internationally, the country builds on these efforts through the 
SheTrades Commonwealth+Programme. The programme 
equips women in developing countries with skills and 
knowledge to access global markets, covering areas such 
as export strategies, public procurement, e-commerce, and 
essential soft skills. It also provides sector-specific upskilling 
in industries including agribusiness, information technology 
and business process outsourcing, tourism, and textiles 
and apparel. 

By linking domestic skills development with international 
support, the United Kingdom leverages its experience and 
expertise to create a multiplier effect, promoting women’s 
economic empowerment and inclusive trade globally.

Where is more progress needed?

There is an opportunity for the United Kingdom Government 
to provide more targeted support to women-led businesses 
and women’s business associations. National institutions 
can consider offering incentives to women to increase their 
participation in training and workshops. 

The United Kingdom Government could organize new training 
on public procurement processes to ensure that women 
understand the rules and are better prepared to participate. 
While the Government Commercial Organisation and the 
Government Commercial Function have a comprehensive 
offering of learning and development and capability 
programmes, they do not specifically target women in 
procurement. 
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Access to finance

Access to financial services 

Digital financial services are available 

There is access to formal financial resources (female/male ratio) 

Financial inclusion strategies and programmes 

Financial inclusion strategy or programme is implemented 

Financial support for women-led bus;nesses and women’s business 
associations 

Women-led businesses receive financial support to participate in trade fairs 

Fiscal and trade finance schemes 

Financial institutions are mandated to report gender-disaggregated data 

Fiscal schemes are available to facilitate entrepreneurial opportunities

Trade finance schemes are available in the country to facilitate trade

Financial instruments and other financing opportunities

Financial instruments are available to support entrepreneurial opportunities 

Venture capital financing opportunities are available  
to support women entrepreneurs 
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ACCESS TO FINANCE

This pillar focuses on women’s access to formal financial 
services. It also determines whether governments – alone 
or in partnership with the private sector – have developed 
innovative solutions to promote financial inclusion for women. 
Examples include removing or modifying bank requirements 
for physical collateral or verifiable cash flow so that women 
can access finance more easily.

This is the lowest performing pillar for the United Kingdom. 
This is related to several factors, including:

	� The availability of digital financial services

	� Providing trade finance schemes to facilitate trade

There are opportunities for improvement, however, such 
as implementing financial literacy programmes, mandating 
the collection of gender-disaggregated financial data, 
providing financial instruments targeting women to support 
entrepreneurial activities and providing financial support to 
participate in trade fairs, and offering venture capital financing 
opportunities to women-led businesses. 

What works?

The United Kingdom supports women’s access to finance, 
creating a foundation domestically and amplifying impact 
internationally. Digital financial services – including mobile 
and online banking, international money transfers, and peer-
to-peer lending – are widely accessible. 

Domestically, the United Kingdom has developed a 
National Financial Inclusion Strategy, which was published 
in November 2025. The strategy includes interventions 
across six key areas: digital inclusion and access to banking, 
savings, insurance, access to credit, tackling problem debt, 
and financial education. The three themes of mental health, 
accessibility, and economic abuse were also included to 
ensure that the specific barriers faced by people affected 
by these issues are reflected. The government announced 
the creation of a Financial Inclusion Committee in late 2024 
to advise on its development, which focuses on ensuring 
access to banking, savings, affordable credit, and insurance 
for underserved groups. National institutions also provide 
short- and medium- to long-term trade finance to help 
exporters access the capital needed for international markets.

The British Business Bank recently committed 
£130 million ($173 million) for investment in women-led 
funds through its programmes, supporting the aims of the 
Invest in Women Taskforce. The Bank has also set up a 
dedicated, female-majority Invest in Women Committee to 
identify and recommend suitable funds from the pipeline, 
ensuring greater focus and visibility. It has also introduced 
new initiatives which focus on diversity and inclusion across 
the investment ecosystem. This includes £150 million 
for Community ENABLE Funding, designed to provide 
sustainable capital to Community Development Finance 
Institutions that serve underserved communities, including 
minority- and women-led businesses. Another example is 
the £400 million Investor Pathways Capital initiative which will 
back diverse and emerging fund managers, targeting greater 
representation across venture capital and ensuring more 
inclusive access to early-stage equity markets. In parallel, 
the Diverse Angel Syndicate Programme will support the 
growth of diverse angel syndicates, broadening participation 
in early-stage investment and creating a more representative 
pipeline of investors and founders.

Under the Small Business Plan 2025 (backing your business), 
the DBT will support access to finance for SMEs through 
start-up loans, committing to the British Business Bank’s 
Growth Guarantee Scheme, expanding finance options, 
boost the availability of early-stage equity finance, and work 
with private lenders on personal guarantees.

The Organization of Women in International Trade UK 
organized a Pitch Award in 2025 recognising high-potential 
female founders. They were then presented to Swiss 
international investors.

HM Treasury launched the Women in Finance Charter in 2016 
to improve the representation of women in senior leadership 
positions in financial services. According to the most recent 
Women in Finance Charter Annual Review (April 2025), the 
Charter has around 450 signatories, covering about 1.3 million 
employees across the sector, and women in senior leadership 
roles in financial services has increased from 27% in 2016 
to 36% in 2025.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/financial-inclusion-strategy/financial-inclusion-strategy
https://www.investinwomentaskforce.org/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/688b1f6f1affbf4bedb7b11d/our-plan-for-small-and-medium-sized-businesses.pdf
https://www.british-business-bank.co.uk/finance-options/debt-finance/growth-guarantee-scheme
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Information on financial resources for women is also widely 
available in the United Kingdom. For instance, the Invest in 
Women Hub is an online platform for women-led businesses 
seeking access to finance, networks, and resources. It 
includes a database of verified financial service providers, 
knowledge resources, and free online financial literacy 
training.

Internationally, the SheTrades Commonwealth+Programme 
equips women entrepreneurs in developing countries with 
financial support to participate in trade fairs, missions, and 
other business-to-business events. By linking domestic 
programmes with Official Development Assistance-supported 
initiatives, the United Kingdom creates a multiplier effect that 
strengthens women-led businesses’ participation in trade 
globally.

Where is more progress needed?

The country could further enhance women’s access to finance 
through targeted financial literacy programmes. Building 
on initiatives such as the Investing in Women Code, which 
promotes female entrepreneurs’ access to tools, resources, 
and finance while collecting gender-disaggregated data, 
the United Kingdom Government could mandate financial 
institutions to track gender-disaggregated usage of financial 
instruments. 

There is an opportunity to provide financial support to 
women-led businesses to participate in trade fairs and 
international trade missions and enable them to build 
networks overseas.

Projects such as the British Business Bank’s Growth 
Guarantee Scheme and Start Up Loans – with 40% of 
beneficiaries being women – provide critical support. Venture 
capital initiatives including British Patient Capital and the 
Regional Angels Programme offer funding for high-growth 
enterprises. These financial instruments and venture capital 
programmes could be further tailored to specifically target 
women entrepreneurs, enhancing their participation in both 
domestic and international markets.
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https://iiwhub.com/
https://www.british-business-bank.co.uk/about/governance/diversity-equity-and-inclusion/investing-in-women-code/code
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Work and society

Women’s opportunities in the labour market

Women are allowed to work in the same industries and perform the same tasks 
as men

Estimated annual earned income, US$ PPP (female-male ratio)

Labour force participation rate (female-male ratio)

Female share of employment in managerial positions (%)

Time spent on unpaid work

Time-use on unpaid domestic chores and care work (male-female ratio)

WORK AND SOCIETY

This pillar addresses the subconscious or conscious gender 
biases that prevent women from participating equally in the 
economy. This includes existing patterns of job segregation 
and the interventions set up by governments to address these 
biases. The United Kingdom had a medium-high score in 
this pillar.

What works?

Women in the United Kingdom face no legal restrictions 
in accessing the same industries or performing the same 
tasks as men. Gender-disaggregated data are collected to 
monitor equality in the workforce, including annual time-use 
surveys. According to 2024 data, women on average spent 
64 minutes more than men on unpaid domestic and care 
work in March 2024, highlighting the persistent gender gap 
in unpaid responsibilities alongside formal employment. 

Where is more progress needed?

The United Kingdom has an opportunity to strengthen 
women’s representation in managerial positions. In 2024, 
women held only 41% of managerial roles, highlighting the 
need for targeted measures to promote gender balance in 
leadership. 

Potential approaches include leadership development 
programmes for women, mentorship and sponsorship 
initiatives, flexible work arrangements to support career 
progression, and the adoption of voluntary or mandatory 
gender targets for managerial positions across the public 
and private sectors. Implementing such measures could 
enhance women’s participation in decision-making and drive 
more inclusive economic growth. 
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CHAPTER 3	

Recommendations

The way forward

The United Kingdom aims to become a leading global 
economy by attracting investments in frontier industries and 
scaling up its SMEs. Ensuring that women actively participate 
in this pursuit is essential to the country’s economic success. 

Based on the SheTrades Outlook results, the United Kingdom 
has made progress in promoting women’s economic 
empowerment in several areas, such as business environment 
and trade policy. Policymakers are mainstreaming gender 
in trade agreements and consider gender alongside all 
protected characteristics in overall impact assessments. 
National institutions have established support services, 
incubators, and help desks to encourage more women to 
engage in business and trade. 

Beyond the domestic arena, the United Kingdom helps 
developing economies leverage trade and business for 
women’s economic empowerment. It has funded the 
SheTrades Commonwealth+Programme since 2018.

These efforts, including the former UK Ambassador’s 
co-chairing of the Informal Working Group on Trade and 
Gender, have established the UK as a credible global 
champion.

Domestic reform opportunities

The results highlight areas where further progress is needed, 
particularly in the access to skills and finance pillars. 
Policymakers could provide targeted information, technical 
support, and tailored financial instruments to women-led 
businesses in the United Kingdom to strengthen their 
participation in business and trade. Additional improvements 
are also needed in trade policy and domestic frameworks 
governing trade, entrepreneurship, and gender to ensure a 
more inclusive and enabling environment for businesswomen.

Mainstreaming gender into trade 
policy 

	� Improve outreach to ensure women’s business 
associations are engaging in consultation processes 
when developing trade policies and agreements.

	� Adopt the internationally recognized definition of a 
women-owned business specified in ISO International 
Workshop Agreement 34: Women’s entrepreneurship – 
Key definitions and general criteria. 

	� Raise national institutions’ awareness of the importance 
of a standard definition in implementing projects, 
programmes, and initiatives on women’s economic 
empowerment.

	� Provide training on gender issues to Customs officials.

Inclusive frameworks

	� Incorporate trade issues in the United Kingdom Women, 
Peace and Security National Action Plan 2023-2027.

	� Fully implement the single window electronic interface to 
facilitate trade.

	� Consider publishing information on smaller tenders 
and notifying women-led SMEs about relevant public 
procurement opportunities.
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Monitoring mechanisms

	� Mandate the collection of gender-disaggregated data 
across national institutions and agencies.

	� Mandate financial institutions to collect gender-
disaggregated data.

	� Collect gender-disaggregated data on: 

	- complainants of trade malpractices

	- vendors in public procurement

	- beneficiaries of market access trainings and 
business support services

Targeted initiatives

	� Provide targeted training on business and export skills 
and offer incentives for women to participate in skills 
programmes.

	� Partner with banks and financial institutions to provide 
women-led businesses with financial support to 
participate in trade fairs and international trade missions.

	� Ensure venture capital access for women entrepreneurs.

Strengthening international leadership on 
trade and gender

While significant progress has been made, opportunities 
remain for the United Kingdom to further assert its leadership 
on trade and gender, expand inclusive practices, and ensure 
that women entrepreneurs fully benefit from both domestic 
and international trade opportunities.

The country can continue to maintain its engagement at the 
WTO by continuing to be an active member of the Informal 
Working Group on Trade and Gender and facilitating 
the exchange of best practices among Geneva-based 
government officials. It can actively promote the integration 
of gender considerations across negotiations and encourage 
wider use of SheTrades Outlook by WTO Members – more 
than one-third of which already use the tool.

Building on the achievements of the SheTrades 
Commonwealth+Programme, the SheTrades Outlook 
Network offers a strategic opportunity to strengthen the 
in-country capacity in developing countries, support 
policymakers in implementing gender-responsive trade 
policies through targeted technical assistance, and foster 
peer learning among implementers. This can include 
knowledge transfer, practical workshops, and tailored 
guidance to ensure that lessons from early adopter countries 
inform broader national strategies. 

Equally critical is supporting robust monitoring and evaluation 
mechanisms for inclusive policies, using SheTrades 
Outlook data in country-level inclusive growth diagnostics 
and strategies, and conducting pioneering studies that 
demonstrate how gender-responsive trade policies drive 
economic outcomes, generating evidence to guide future 
interventions and investments.

Sustaining progress and expanding support to new countries 
and sectors can help maintain momentum and create 
pathways for future investments from the United Kingdom that 
further enhance women’s participation in international trade. 
By combining these international initiatives with domestic 
reforms, the United Kingdom can reinforce its position as 
a global leader in gender-inclusive trade and business 
practices, enabling women to contribute meaningfully to 
economic growth both at home and abroad.
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Endnotes

1	 The Department for International Trade merged with parts 
of the Department for Business, Energy and Industrial 
Strategy in 2023 to form the DBT. Data for this brief were 
collected from the Department for International Trade 
before the institutional change. For consistency, this 
brief refers to the DBT throughout, while all data cited 
correspond to information collected from the Department 
for International Trade.

2	 Women-owned business: A business that is more than 50% 
owned by one or more women and whose management 
and control lie with at least one woman. Otherwise, firms 
are defined as men-owned.

3	 Women-led business: A business managed by a woman 
and at least 25% owned by one or more women. Its 
management and control lie with at least one woman and 
if there is a board of directors, at least 33% of its members 
are women. Otherwise, firms are defined as men-led.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/688b1f6f1affbf4bedb7b11d/our-plan-for-small-and-medium-sized-businesses.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/688b1f6f1affbf4bedb7b11d/our-plan-for-small-and-medium-sized-businesses.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/688b1f6f1affbf4bedb7b11d/our-plan-for-small-and-medium-sized-businesses.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68595e56db8e139f95652dc6/industrial_strategy_policy_paper.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68595e56db8e139f95652dc6/industrial_strategy_policy_paper.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68595e56db8e139f95652dc6/industrial_strategy_policy_paper.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68838f4ebe2291b14d11af2e/uk-trade-strategy-print.pdf 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68838f4ebe2291b14d11af2e/uk-trade-strategy-print.pdf 
https://www.business.gov.uk/campaign/trade-gender-equality/#:~:text=Enabling%20women’s%20full%20participation%20in%20international%20trade,driving%20economic%20growth%20and%20advancing%20gender%20equality
https://www.business.gov.uk/campaign/trade-gender-equality/#:~:text=Enabling%20women’s%20full%20participation%20in%20international%20trade,driving%20economic%20growth%20and%20advancing%20gender%20equality
https://www.business.gov.uk/campaign/trade-gender-equality/#:~:text=Enabling%20women’s%20full%20participation%20in%20international%20trade,driving%20economic%20growth%20and%20advancing%20gender%20equality
https://www.business.gov.uk/campaign/trade-gender-equality/#:~:text=Enabling%20women’s%20full%20participation%20in%20international%20trade,driving%20economic%20growth%20and%20advancing%20gender%20equality
https://www.business.gov.uk/campaign/trade-gender-equality/#:~:text=Enabling%20women’s%20full%20participation%20in%20international%20trade,driving%20economic%20growth%20and%20advancing%20gender%20equality
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6751af4719e0c816d18d1df3/Plan_for_Change.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6751af4719e0c816d18d1df3/Plan_for_Change.pdf
https://www.iso.org/standard/79585.html
https://www.iso.org/standard/79585.html
https://outlook.shetrades.com/admin/upload/publications/documents/Public%20Procurement%20Guide_EN.pdf
https://outlook.shetrades.com/admin/upload/publications/documents/Public%20Procurement%20Guide_EN.pdf
https://outlook.shetrades.com/admin/upload/publications/documents/Public%20Procurement%20Guide_EN.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/645d2d94ad8a03001138b33c/uk-women-peace-security-national-action-plan-2023-2027.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/645d2d94ad8a03001138b33c/uk-women-peace-security-national-action-plan-2023-2027.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/645d2d94ad8a03001138b33c/uk-women-peace-security-national-action-plan-2023-2027.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/minist_e/mc11_e/genderdeclarationmc11_e.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/minist_e/mc11_e/genderdeclarationmc11_e.pdf
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/WT/MIN24/DEC.pdf&Open=True
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/WT/MIN24/DEC.pdf&Open=True




28 POLICY INSIGHTS ON WOMEN AND TRADE: UNITED KINGDOM 

#SheTrades

The International Trade Centre’s SheTrades Initiative is a global platform that 
empowers women to engage in business, creating value for both them and their 
communities. The Initiative ensures that the right capacities and conditions are 

present to foster inclusive and sustainable trade.

SheTrades delivers activities and training that improve women traders’ ability  
to do business successfully. At the same time, the Initiative works to remove 

inequalities that hinder women’s participation in trade and foster a better trade 
environment for all.


