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Session Background 

Small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) are the backbone of the Asia Pacific economy, accounting for 

96% of all businesses and two out of three private sector jobs in the region. SMEs already face multiple 

challenges, including difficulties accessing financing, networks, technologies and skills; and navigating the 

business environment. The COVID-19 crisis is exacerbating these vulnerabilities and having a 

disproportionate impact on SMEs; especially women and youth-led enterprises. At the same time, there 

are emerging examples of innovative entrepreneurship responses to the crisis, demonstrating the vital 

role SMEs can play in achieving the SDGs. The pandemic puts into sharp focus the need for public and 

private sector ecosystem actors to support SMEs in the short-term and to structure recovery measures to 

increase their resilience and build more inclusive societies and economies in the long run. 

Session Description 

This session will illustrate the vital role SMEs play in the Asia-Pacific economy and emphasize the urgency 

of taking an ecosystem approach, through strong public and private sector engagement, to unlock the full 

potential of SMEs for inclusive growth. Entrepreneurs will share their experiences in developing their 

businesses and their perspectives on how entrepreneurship with a purpose can build more inclusive and 

sustainable economies. Panelists representing entrepreneurship support networks will highlight the 

importance of connecting entrepreneurs (with a particular focus on women and youth) to mentorship and 

financing, sharing strategies such as gender lens investing. Panelists will also discuss the vital role that 

SMEs play in supply chains – exploring how to build greater resilience and enable innovation through 

partnerships between corporates and SMEs. Finally, the session will underscore the importance of 

inclusive government policy for building a strong entrepreneurship ecosystem to unlock the potential of 

SMEs. 

 

 

 

http://www.rbhrforum.com/


 
 

2 
 

Session Objectives 

This session aims to:  

- Demonstrate the vital role of purpose-led / social enterprises to build more inclusive and sustainable 

economies and societies; 

- Raise awareness of the challenges and barriers that SMEs face – with a focus on women, youth, and 

social entrepreneurs – and the support they need; 

- Provide specific recommendations for public and private sector support for SMEs’ immediate survival 

of the crisis and long-term resilience and growth; 

- Launching potential new initiatives (tbc) – WEA’s ‘Industry Disruptor’ or ‘Entrepreneurship 

Accelerator’ (tbc) and presenting WEA and YCL data. 

Questions 

- How can we build ecosystems that allow SMEs to unleash their full potential, address the SDGs, and 

contribute to inclusive societies and economies? 

- How does support for women entrepreneurs and/or entrepreneurs providing solutions benefitting 

women contribute to stronger communities, societies and economies? 

- How can innovation and technology play a role in ensuring SMEs not only survive the pandemic but 

thrive afterwards?  

- What role can the private sector play (multinational corporations, accelerators, investors) in 

supporting purpose-led entrepreneurship, particularly led by more marginalized groups such as 

women and youth? 

- What elements must be included in recovery packages to support SMEs to survive and to increase 

their resilience in the long-run?  

 


