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ABSTRACT 

This paper is a critical assessment of the effectiveness of Kenyan national policies and efforts 

in supporting female entrepreneurs in accessing and succeeding in export markets. This study 

acknowledges the connection between economic growth and gender equality while noting 

that in many cases, women-owned business enterprises become disadvantaged by systemic 

factors when it comes to scaling up and involvement in global trade. The paper introduces 

concepts such as female entrepreneurship, export markets, and the role of policy frameworks, 

which sets the stage for the critical evaluation. Based on the use of an extensive literature 

review and governmental reports, the study establishes what is already known about gender-

based trade issues in Kenya. It particularly explores policies such as the 30% Preferential 

Public Procurement Policy and the opportunities presented by regional agreements such as 

the African Continental Free Trade Area (AFCFTA). The findings reveal that while policies 

are present to ensure gender equality is promoted in trade, their implementation and actual 

impact in boosting the performance of female-owned export businesses are limited due to the 

presence of multiple methodological constraints and institutional barriers. The paper 

concludes by offering policy recommendations on how to resiliently equip and prepare 

Kenyan women entrepreneurs for global inclusion. 

 

KEYWORDS: Export markets; female entrepreneurship; policy effectiveness. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Female entrepreneurship is the process that involves women initiating, owning or actively 

operating a business venture. Export markets refer to countries or regions where the local 

goods and services are exported. Policy effectiveness in this regard measures the extent to 
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which stipulated government policies and programs in Kenya accomplish their outlined goal 

of empowering women to enter and trade successfully in these global trade settings. The main 

purpose of this paper is to critically assess the effectiveness and role of some Kenyan national 

policies that seek to empower female entrepreneurs to penetrate and succeed in export 

markets. This is to offer an evidence-based evaluation of the existing policy environment, to 

pinpoint areas of implementation failure and subsequent limitations to women-owned 

enterprises (WOEs). 

The main argument of the paper consists of two parts: first, although the Republic of Kenya 

has already developed sound policy frameworks, which focus on gender equality and 

economic empowerment of women, the effectiveness of these policies in terms of tangible 

improvement of the export performance of WOEs is also constrained to a large extent by 

systemic implementation barriers and socio-economic barriers. Second, achieving substantive 

integration of WOEs into the global value chain requires moving from general-empowerment 

towards sector-specific and extensively-funded policy intervention that are responsive to 

immediate constraints in terms of finance, skills, and market information. 

Previous literature establishes that empowering women correlates with an increase in the 

economy of a country (Ellis et al. 2007; Lock and Lawton Smith 2016). However, this idea is 

contrasted by the view that highlights the micro-level structural limitations that the policies 

are unable to address (International Finance Corporation 2021). The controversy revolves 

around the gap between policy intent and market reality (Mohammed 2019). As an example, 

although policies, such as the 30% Preferential Public Procurement Policy, are implemented 

to provide women with opportunities, in most cases, this policy is undermined by factors such 

as complex procedures and the difficulties in accessing financing, which demonstrates that 

policies do not address the issue of the root cause of underrepresentation of women in export 

trade (Mohammed 2019). 

Based on the main argument of the paper that there is a gap in policy implementation, the 

study addresses the following major questions: to what extent are Kenyan national policies 

effective in improving market accessibility by female entrepreneurs to export markets, 

including the 30% Preferential Public Procurement Policy?; What are the primary structural 

and institutional constraints in enacting gender-responsive trade policies that are restricting 

the performance of women-owned enterprises (WOE) with regard to export performance? 

(International Finance Corporation 2021; Mohammed 2019), and how can policy 

interventions be tailored to enhance the export preparedness and the resilience of Kenyan 
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WOEs in relation to new regional prospects such as the African Continental Free Trade Area 

(AFCFTA)?  

Past studies have provided a background knowledge of the Kenya trade and it has been 

indicated that Kenya has been experiencing volatility in export performance in the past (Were 

et al. 2002). It has been established by a considerable amount of literature that women-owned 

businesses are typically smaller, less formalized, and less inclined to international trade than 

those owned by men (de Haan 2016). The recent development is an increased recognition that 

generic trade liberalization policies restrict female traders, especially those in the retail sector, 

in disproportionate ways that require policy interventions that are gender sensitive (Kiriti-

Nganga 2015). Recent studies also note that WOEs should be ready to take advantage of the 

huge market opportunity that the African Continental Free Trade Area (AFCFTA) presents 

(Agarwal and Tayo 2024; UN Women 2019). 

The causality explored posits that the quality of policy design and implementation would be 

directly related to the export preparedness and endurance of female entrepreneurs (Rajak and 

Dolan 2024). The cause (weak implementation) results in the persistent market exclusion 

(effect) and effective and target-focused policies are enabling factors to scale WOEs into 

export markets (de Haan 2016). This paper is significant because gender equality 

undoubtedly contributes to attaining sustainable national development as provided in Kenya 

commitment towards international goals (The Republic of Kenya. Ministry of Public Service, 

Youth and Gender Affairs. 2017). The significant role of women in the Kenyan economy and 

the challenges they encounter in reaching the lucrative sphere of exports at the same time are 

enough to encourage a comprehensive, critical examination of this phenomenon to bridge the 

gap between the policy and the practice (Lock and Lawton Smith 2016). 

The next sections are organized to provide a comprehensive evaluation. The empirical and 

theoretical context will be set by the literature review. The methodology part will describe the 

selection and analysis procedure of the academic contents. The evidence will be presented 

and discussed in the reporting results and discussing findings sections. Lastly, the 

recommendations and conclusion will draw up the conclusions and offer practical measures. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

History of research on gender and trade in Kenya indicates that there has been a transition in 

the general economic analysis to a more in-depth study of the limitations of women. The 

initial examination of Kenya export environment was more macroeconomic-oriented, with no 

special consideration being put on the differential impact on women (Were et al. 2002). The 
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turning point was reached when there was the explicit acknowledgment of the strong causal 

relationship between gender equality and economic growth in the late 2000s (Ellis et al. 

2007; Lock and Lawton Smith 2016). This progression led to dedicated reports that focused 

on emphasizing the potential of “Unleashing the Power of Women” to develop the country 

(Ellis et al. 2007). This development shows the need to move towards an understanding that 

generic economic policies will not be adequate in dealing with structural gender inequalities 

in trade (Lock and Lawton Smith 2016). 

The existing studies that have examined women entrepreneurs in export markets tend to 

apply qualitative case studies and policy analysis to assess the adoption and effectiveness of 

national frameworks, including the Country Position Paper (The Republic of Kenya. Ministry 

of Public Service, Youth and Gender Affairs. 2017). For example, evaluation of the 30% 

Preferential Public Procurement Policy has been based frequently on a case study and survey 

approach to elaborate the progress and challenges faced by female entrepreneurs in utilizing 

these opportunities (Mohammed 2019). The key areas explored in the literature include: 

effectiveness and mainstreaming of policies, that is, how well are countries working to ensure 

gender considerations are realized in trade policy (Domen 2021; United Nations 

Inter‐Agency Network on Women and Gender Equality (IANWGE) 2011); market access 

barriers, that is, exploring the supply-side restrictions such as lack of financing, inadequate 

technical expertise, and inaccessibility of market information that would enable the WOEs to 

be export-ready (International Finance Corporation 2021); the role of regional integration, 

that is, focusing on the opportunities and challenges presented by AFCFTA for women 

entrepreneurs (Africa Union Commission-Department of Trade and Industry (AUC-DTI) 

2021; UN Women 2019); and sectoral impact, that is, focusing on how certain groups are 

affected by trade liberalization to learn about particular vulnerabilities such as women retail 

traders (Kiriti-Nganga 2015). 

It has been observed that the positive influence of female entrepreneurship can be measured 

in relation to economic growth in Kenya (Lock and Lawton Smith 2016). However, structural 

and institutional obstacles limit WOEs, making it a major hindrance to entering and operating 

in competitive export markets successfully (International Trade Center 2019). Kenya has 

specific policies that focuses on attaining gender equity in the economic process, which is 

usually in line with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Kenya National Bureau of 

Statistics 2021; The Republic of Kenya. Ministry of Public Service, Youth and Gender 

Affairs. 2017). There is also a recognized gap between the high policy goals and the real 

capacity (the resilience) of WOEs to compete in the global market, which indicate the 
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difficulty in implementation (Rajak and Dolan 2024). Additionally, generic business support 

is not always enough, as it is proven that only tailored interventions can be effective to 

promote productivity (de Haan 2016). 

In addition to the above-mentioned institutional frameworks gaps, women in trade are 

vulnerable to physical and logistical challenges which are usually gender specific. According 

to Brenton et al. (2013), women traders in Africa are often harassed and extorted at the 

borders, and the situation is aggravated by the lack of understanding of the proper trade 

processes. This is further emphasized by Higgins (2012), who points out that the measures to 

facilitate trade in a gender-blind way tend to ignore the role of administrative costs, which is 

an additional tax to the small-scale female traders. Since women usually trade in a lower 

quantity, compliance fixed cost and time spent in the bureaucracy of regulation paperwork 

occupies a greater portion of their profit margins than in bigger, male-dominated companies. 

Successful policy development should be based on good data though gender-disaggregated 

statistics are still a key obstacle in the context of Kenya. In the Kenya National Gender 

Statistics Assessment, Wanjala and Agwanda (2019)mention that Kenya has taken a step in 

data collection, but there remains a dire necessity to harmonize gender indicators in various 

government ministries to effectively monitor the economic contribution of women. This gap 

is also discussed by UNCTAD (2023) where it points out that independent assessments of 

trade policies in Least Developed Countries (LDCs) indicate that gender-responsible trade 

policy is never better than the granular data giving the information on the results of the 

policies at the grassroots level. 

According to the evidence provided by the 30 percent Preferential Public Procurement Policy, 

the policy is a move in the right direction, but much still needs to be done to make the 

economic empowerment of female entrepreneurs a reality (Mohammed 2019). WOEs must 

have focused measures to enhance their competitiveness in order to grow inclusive 

(International Trade Center 2019). The recent evidence indicates that the integration of WOEs 

into global value chains is a deliberate process that involves the establishment of its resilience 

to shocks and the enhancement of its willingness to enter into the international trade (Rajak 

and Dolan 2024). 

 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

The conceptual framework that will be used in this analysis is a mediation model that will 

virtually and structurally address the major research questions of the paper. According to this 

model, the correlation between the desired outcomes of the Kenyan policies and the true 
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export performance of women-owned businesses (WOEs) is indirect and significantly altered 

by deep-rooted structural conditions. The model is developed to explore the gap in policy 

implementation which was found in the literature in a systematic way, and structures the 

analysis into three key categories. The first category is the independent variables (IV) which 

are the policy environment and intent. These are the official, planned state measures aimed at 

economic empowerment and trade involvement of women and include constructs such as 

Commitment to International Goals (SDGs, Gender Statistics), National Policy Frameworks 

(Country Position Paper) and Specific Trade Policies (30% Public Procurement, AFCFTA 

participation) (Mohammed 2019; The Republic of Kenya. Ministry of Public Service, Youth 

and Gender Affairs. 2017; UN Women 2019). The study seeks to evaluate the effectiveness of 

these policies. 

The second category is the mediating variables (MV) which are structural and institutional 

barriers. These represent the non-policy or implementation-related limitations that constrain 

the transformation of policy intent into concrete export deliverables, explaining why the 

formal policies frequently do not result in the intended outcome. The constructs that belong 

to this category are: lack of access to finance (trade finance, capital), limited technical skills 

and capacity (low productivity), lack of market information (on export requirements and 

logistics), and administrative challenges (in accessing reserved opportunities) (de Haan 2016; 

International Finance Corporation 2021; Kiriti-Nganga 2015; Mohammed 2019). These 

barriers form the main subject of the analysis of the limitations to the policy implementation.  

The last category is the dependent variables (DV) which are WOE export success and 

resilience. This is the final outcome that the policy environment is intended to influence, and 

it contains constructs such as sustainable participation in the international markets, business 

size scaling, and the ability to withstand economic shocks (resilience) (International Trade 

Center 2019; Lock and Lawton Smith 2016; Rajak and Dolan 2024). The research objective 

aims at establishing how policy can be adapted to maximize this outcome. The framework 

shows the existence of a relationship in which policy frameworks are supposed to directly 

translate to WOE export success. However, the structural and institutional barriers are 

positioned in such a way that they greatly dilute this direct impact. To make policy effective, 

these mediating barriers should be actively countered. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

The methodology used in this paper is a Structured Literature Review (SLR). Given the 

constraint to use only the provided list of articles, the SLR method aims at a systematic and 
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critical analysis of the pre-selected body of work. This enables for a rigorous synthesis of 

known facts, identification of supporting evidence, and outline of known controversies within 

the scope of the literature that is displayed. Topical relevance (Kenyan Policies, Female 

Entrepreneurs, and Export Markets), geographical focus (implicitly on Kenya or regional 

implications of AFCFTA) and policy content were the inclusion criteria. The process 

involved initial selection, categorization and extraction of key points that are then put into 

themes. It included academic publications, official government documents, and institutional 

reports spanning from the early 2000s up to the year 2024. 

The greatest methodological weakness of this paper is the fact that the list of sources is 

limited and pre-identified. This restricts the capture of the latest empirical information and 

limits the conclusions to the evidence given in the presented body of literature. Being a 

purely secondary analysis, it is unable to address research questions that involve the need to 

collect new data. 

 

RESULTS 

The results directly coincide with the purpose of the paper because it was aimed to evaluate 

the effectiveness of the Kenyan policies. The evidence gathered shows that policies remain 

mostly well-intentioned, but their practical achievement in transferring into scaled export 

achievement of women-owned enterprises (WOEs) is extremely unstable (Ellis et al. 2007; 

Mohammed 2019). The findings verify that there is significant effort to have gender 

mainstreamed in trade policy (Domen 2021; United Nations Inter‐Agency Network on 

Women and Gender Equality (IANWGE) 2011), yet there are also structural and institutional 

barriers that cripple policy implementation (International Finance Corporation 2021; Rajak 

and Dolan 2024). 

It is evident that there is a positive political commitment to women’s economic empowerment 

in trade, including the establishment of supportive policies and participation in trade 

opportunities in the region, including the AFCFTA (Agarwal and Tayo 2024; UN Women 

2019). However, these positive aspects are greatly overshadowed by reports of negative 

outcomes in relation to the failure to implement the policy and structural barriers that have 

persisted. Specifically, despite the existence of the policies, most WOEs are still facing the 

problem of low levels of competitiveness and the challenge of market access (International 

Trade Center 2019). The most intriguing finding is that while a policy-supportive 

environment is important, the key success factors in export are the individual business’s 
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readiness, resilience and the ripple effect in a dynamic global environment (Rajak and Dolan 

2024). 

The private sector still plays a critical role in closing the gender gap in trade by taking the 

initiative of diversity in leadership. In Kenya, the Kenya Private Sector Alliance (KEPSA, 

n.d.) has been able to lobby the 2/3 gender rule into the corporate leadership and the 36 

percent board diversities rate in Kenya is considerably higher than the global average. This is 

an important step since, according to (Gachoki and Mwangómbe 2024), trade liberalization in 

the East African Community does not automatically result in gender-neutral benefits. 

However, it can be resolved through programmed interventions by the private sector and 

policies in order to make sure higher volumes of trade are converted into better quality jobs to 

women instead of merely making them participate more in low paying industries. 

 

DISCUSSION 

The findings can be summarized into two themes, which are often conflicting: 

Policy intent vs. policy reality (The implementation gap): this theme highlights how the 

implementation of policies often falls short since goals are usually great in theory and terrible 

in practice, as demonstrated by researchers such as (Mohammed 2019) and (Kiriti-Nganga 

2015), identifying administrative complications and structural inequalities as hindrances. 

Barriers to market vs. opportunities: this theme compares the old market limitations (lack of 

finance, skills) seen by the International Finance Corporation (n.d.) and de Haan (2016) with 

the new market opportunities depicted by UN Women (2019) and Agarwal and Tayo (2024), 

namely, the AFCFTA. 

The greatest detail to note is that the problem is not the absence of commitment, but the 

delivery system in which current policies exist (Domen 2021). The readiness and resilience 

concept, proposed by (Rajak and Dolan 2024), is important, suggesting that a lack of capacity 

building, not just lack of policy, is the greatest impediment. A surprising fact is that particular 

obstacles still exist despite decades of targeted policy implementation, including the partial 

achievement of the 30% procurement policy (Mohammed, 2019). These results also compare 

well in recognizing the need of a gender-sensitive policy and the vast opportunities provided 

by the AFCFTA (Africa Union Commission-Department of Trade and Industry (AUC-DTI) 

2021; UN Women 2019). They however are opposed in their evaluation of impact. Although 

policy documents focus on progress (The Republic of Kenya. Ministry of Public Service, 

Youth and Gender Affairs. 2017), independent evaluations reveal the long-term struggle of 

WOEs to secure competitive positions in the market (International Trade Center 2019). 
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Since the pace of regional integration in the AfCFTA continues to gain momentum, a shift 

should be directed towards practical empowerment, in terms of international best practices 

and digital inclusion. According to Bahri (n.d.), gender mainstreaming in Free Trade 

Agreements entails examining the good practices of a region so as to eliminate the possibility 

of repeating the same errors of  past policies. Moreover, World Bank and World Trade 

Organization (2020) also emphasizes the idea that trade could be a strong driver of gender 

equality, however, only in the conditions of integrating policies with digital literacy and 

financial access. The general conclusion made by Nyagah (2025) is that the effective 

performance of Kenyan women in these new markets will be based on the elimination of non-

tariff barriers and the development of supportive systems targeting the socio-cultural 

limitations that are unique to female entrepreneurs. 

The primary explanation for the findings is that trade policies are usually formulated without 

considering the specific needs of the micro and small WOES  (de Haan 2016). A non-

localized and non-tailored policy will not necessarily deal with sector-specific obstacles. 

Moreover, the stability of the policies is a condition to the growth of exports and when they 

are not put in place consistently, less resilient WOEs may be disadvantaged 

disproportionately (Were et al. 2002). The findings comment on the need to go beyond 

simply recording the impediments, to implementing specific, efficient, and evidence-based 

intervention to enhance productivity (de Haan 2016). 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

These recommendations are informed by the critical analysis of the policy effectiveness gap, 

which provides clear, evidence-based, and viable suggestions on the viewpoint of the authors. 

Increase policy implementation and monitoring: emphasis should be on how to enforce and 

monitor current measures such as the 30% Preferential Public Procurement Policy, and not on 

creating new policies (Mohammed 2019). This requires open disclosure of policy adoption 

and performance. 

Tailored capacity building for export readiness: the programs should move beyond generic 

business training and focus efforts on addressing issues that relate directly to export 

challenges, for example, access to trade finance, meeting quality standards and digital trade 

literacy (International Finance Corporation, n.d.). Such programs should aim at preparing 

WOEs for the AFCFTA market (Agarwal and Tayo 2024; UN Women 2019). 

Promote the "readiness and resilience" Agenda: the strategies designed to develop resilience 

in women-owned businesses to external shocks and more preparedness to compete 
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internationally should be included in policy support (Rajak and Dolan 2024). This involves 

promoting networks, market intelligence enhancement, as well as facilitating the 

formalization of businesses (de Haan 2016). 

Integrate gender into trade logistics: future policies should mainstream gender throughout the 

trade policy and negotiations system, where the particular limitations women traders are 

subjected to, especially when it comes to cross-border logistics, and other non-tariff barriers, 

are addressed (Domen 2021; United Nations Inter‐Agency Network on Women and Gender 

Equality (IANWGE) 2011). 

Focus on productivity and scaling: given the evidence of what has worked, future policy 

should seek to invest in programs that have shown effectiveness in increasing productivity of 

WOEs to enable them reach the level necessary for sustainable export businesses (de Haan 

2016). 

 

CONCLUSION 

This paper set out to assess the effectiveness of Kenyan policies in promoting the success of 

female entrepreneurs in export business and to reveal the key gaps between the intent of 

policies and the market outcomes. The key findings support that Kenya has a strong 

foundation of commitment to economic empowerment of women, such as being part of the 

regional frameworks and particular procurement mandates. However, there remains a 

significant gap in implementation, characterized by structural barriers related to accessing 

finance and skills that restricts the level of competition of women-owned businesses to 

participate fully in the export markets. The discussion revealed a critical tension that while 

the policy environment is quite favorable, but the performance of these policies is constrained 

by institutional challenges, limiting the transition of these enterprises from local or regional 

markets to a sustained global success. 

The implication of the findings is that the policy efforts should shift from formulation of new, 

broad policies, to rigorous implementation and monitoring of existing policies, specifically 

focusing on structural barriers that mediate policy impact. The research reveals that the 

defining attribute of a successful WOE is increasing the degree of readiness and resilience of 

a WOE. Future research should focus on quantitative studies that will measure the direct 

correlation that exists between individual capacity-building interventions (e.g. access to trade 

finance schemes) and the export development pattern of female-owned SMEs in Kenya that 

goes beyond policy review assessment towards empirical measurement of impact. 
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