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ABSTRACT

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are vital to Viet Nam’s economic growth, accounting for more 
than 98% of all business, 40% of gross domestic product (GDP), and 50% of total employment.1 Based on 
official statistics,2 there were about 650,000 active enterprises in Viet Nam in December 2020. The bulk of 
these (68.7%) are microenterprises, with up to 10 employees; another 25% are small businesses, employing 
up to 100 employees; about 3.6% are of medium size, employing up to 200 people; and the remaining 2.7% 
are large companies.

Women own 17% of all companies in Viet Nam and lead 27% of them. Female ownership in Viet Nam 
means that women hold majority ownership in a company (at least 51%), in line with the country’s legal 
definition.3 Female leadership is used to refer to companies that have a woman as executive leader—
chief executive officer or general manager. In previous statistics, female leadership was used as proxy for 
female ownership, which is why female ownership now appears lower than in previous market studies.

The Government of Viet Nam has identified small companies, and particularly those owned by women, 
as a priority within the business sector, and has introduced an initial set of supportive regulations aiming 
at facilitating access to capital, skills, and knowledge. Yet, women entrepreneurs still face challenges in 
accessing appropriate financial services. Out of 27 banks surveyed, only 5 cater to the specific needs of 
women-owned SMEs (WSMEs). Most do not have dedicated strategies to serve this segment because 
they do not see the need for a different approach to women entrepreneurs or are not convinced of 
the business opportunity of this segment. Standing out against the rest, five commercial banks have 
recognized the potential of the women-led business segment and built tailored strategies to serve 
women entrepreneurs, with the support of international finance institutions. Four of these banks have 
also started collecting gender-disaggregated data on a regular basis as a first step in gleaning insights into 
this market and developing tailored business strategies.

This study, based on primary research collected from companies and banks, looks at the demand and 
supply of financial services to women-owned companies to understand the specific credit needs of 
women entrepreneurs and whether commercial banks are meeting these needs.

Key Findings

On access to and use of financial products and services:

(i) Overall, 85% of the women interviewed for this study have either a personal or a business bank 
account. Commercial banks are the most trusted source of capital for female business owners. 
When in need of capital, most women-led SMEs (80%) seek to borrow from a bank. Few rely 
on other financial service providers, such as fintech, telcos, or microfinance organizations.

(ii) Women are conservative borrowers, who tap first and foremost on retained earnings to finance 
business growth before considering bank finance. Over 60% of the firms interviewed do so.

1  Swiss Program for Research on Global Issues for Development. 2015. Employment and Quality of Employment in Vietnam: 
The Roles of Small Firms, Formalization and Education. R4D Working Paper 2015/8.

2 Government Statistics Office, data as of 31 December 2020. 
3  Women-owned SMEs (WSMEs) are defined by the 2018 SME Support Law as an SME with (i) at least 51% of its charter 

capital owned by one or more women and (ii) at least a woman as a manager or executive director of this enterprise.
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(iii) Overall, 14% of women-led companies surveyed are financially unserved—they seek 
bank finance, but do not have access to it because they find the process too complex and 
requirements too cumbersome, particularly in terms of hard collateral.

(iv) In addition to access to capital, finding and retaining employees, and business and financial 
management are key challenges to growth. Women entrepreneurs value effective business 
development services that can help them build their skills in these areas, as well as curated 
business networking opportunities; they seek more such opportunities.

On surveyed commercial banks’ outreach to WSMEs:

(i) WSMEs represent on average 20% of banks’ SME loan portfolio, with the number of WSME 
borrowers overall stable over the past few years. As data provided by banks actually refer to 
companies led by women (women-led businesses), this percentage is lower than the actual 
share of SMEs led by women (27%).

(ii) Hard collateral, the preferred form of loan security for almost all banks, is more of a challenge 
for women-owned businesses. This is linked to lower access to bank loans and average  
lower-than-optimal loan size.

(iii) WSMEs show consistently better loan repayment rates, with only 1.86% of loans in arrears and 
0.38% classified as loss, compared with 3.16% of loans in arrears and 1.70% classified as loss for 
all SMEs.

(iv) Despite these differences, most banks do not see much of a distinction between female- and 
male-owned SMEs and the need for a tailored approach.

Recommendations

Women’s empowerment—increasing financial inclusion and a larger share of women in decision-making 
positions—could add an additional $80 billion to Viet Nam’s GDP in the period to 2030 by boosting 
female consumption.4 Ensuring that women-owned businesses have the right tools to grow is particularly 
important in this regard, as studies5 show that women-led firms tend to generate more employment for 
other women and, hence, reinforce a virtuous cycle leading to more economic opportunities for women.

It is recommended that the State Bank of Vietnam, the Ministry of Planning and Investment, and other 
relevant government agencies and ministries strengthen efforts to build a more supportive ecosystem 
for women-led businesses, and encourage and incentivize financial institutions to invest in this market 
segment by requiring gender-disaggregated data reporting, boosting knowledge on gender lens investing, 
improving guarantee schemes to more effectively serve SMEs, particularly WSMEs, and promoting lending 
to WSMEs as an active hedge to protect banks against portfolio deterioration. Financial institutions are 
recommended to introduce tracking of gender-disaggregated data at portfolio level on a regular basis, to 
design and implement gender lens strategies, and to develop products and services better tailored to the 
specific needs and preferences of women-owned businesses.

4 B. Delteil et al. 2021. The New Faces of the Vietnamese Consumer, MGI Research. 7 December.
5  C. West and G. Sundaramurthy. 2019. Startups With At Least 1 Female Founder Hire 2.5x More Women. Kaufman Fellows. 

17 October.

https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-asia/the-new-faces-of-the-vietnamese-consumer
https://www.kauffmanfellows.org/journal_posts/female_founders_hire_more_women


1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Purpose and Scope of the Report

This report has been produced under Technical Assistance (TA) 9660 REG: Promoting Transformative 
Gender Equality Agenda in Asia and the Pacific, under the Women Accelerating Vibrant Enterprises in 
Southeast Asia and the Pacific (WAVES) program funded by the Women Entrepreneurs Finance Initiative 
(We-Fi). WAVES aims to support small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) owned or led by women 
to access critical financing and training in Viet Nam and the Pacific. The report will be complemented 
by a research paper to be prepared in 2023, which will review the legal environment impacting women-
owned (or -led) SMEs (WSMEs) in Viet Nam. The current report identifies challenges in access to 
finance for WSMEs and provides recommendations on how to improve the situation.

1.2 Methodology

This study focuses on capturing the experience of Viet Nam’s WSMEs in accessing banking services, 
particularly loans. Table 1 presents the national classification of SMEs. This study applied this legal 
definition in the screening of companies to be surveyed, while commercial banks provided SME data 
based on their own definition of SMEs, as discussed later in this chapter. Charts throughout the report 
clearly indicate whenever data refer to microenterprises rather than SMEs. WSMEs are defined by the 
SME Support Law as SMEs with (i) at least 51% of their charter capital owned by one or more women and 
(ii) at least a woman as a manager or executive director of this enterprise.1

Table 1: Definition of Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises in Viet Nam

Criteria Micro Small Medium
Annual revenue Legal definition: ≤ D10 billion 

($0.43 million) in commerce 
and services;
 ≤ D3 billion ($0.13 million) 
in agriculture, forestry, and 
aquaculture; and industry and 
construction

Legal definition: ≤ D100 billion 
($4.3 million) in commerce 
and services;
≤ D50 ($2.1 million) billion 
in agriculture, forestry, and 
aquaculture; and industry and 
construction

Legal definition: ≤ D300 billion 
($12.8 million) in commerce 
and services;
≤ D200 billion ($8.5 million) 
in agriculture, forestry, and 
aquaculture; and industry and 
construction

Total capital/ 
total assets

Legal definition: ≤ D3 billion 
($0.13 million)

Legal definition: ≤ D50 billion 
($2.1 million) in commerce 
and services;
≤ D20 billion ($0.85 million) 
in agriculture, forestry, 
aquaculture; and industry and 
construction

Legal definition: ≤ D100 billion 
($4.3 million) in commerce 
and services;
agriculture, forestry, 
aquaculture; and industry and 
construction

1  The first Vietnamese official conceptualization of WSMEs appeared in the 2017 Law on Support for Small-and Medium-
Sized Enterprises (“the SME Support Law”) effective from 1 January 2018 (article 3, clause 1).

Continued on next page
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Criteria Micro Small Medium
Total employees Legal definition: ≤ 10 

employees
Legal definition: ≤ 50 
employees in commerce and 
services;
≤ 100 employees in 
agriculture, forestry, 
aquaculture; and industry and 
construction

Legal definition: ≤ 100 
employees in commerce and 
services; 
≤ 200 employees in 
agriculture, forestry, 
aquaculture; and industry and 
construction

D = Viet Nam dong.

Notes:

1.  As per Article 5, Decree 80/2021/ND-CP dated 26 August 2021 guiding the SME Support Law, the micro, small, and medium 
enterprise definition is based on the average annual number of employees participating in social insurance, and total revenue or 
total capital.

2.  Exchange rate $1 = D23,400 as of 30 September 2022, as per SBV Central Rate of VND versus USD. 

Source: Government of Viet Nam Decree 80/2021/ND-CP dated 26 August 2021 on elaboration of some articles of the Law on 
Provision of Assistance for Small and Medium Enterprises, Article 5.

Women own 17% of all companies in Viet Nam and lead 27% of them (Table 2). Female ownership here 
means that women hold majority ownership in a company (at least 51%), in line with the country’s legal 
definition. The Enterprise Census 2021 was the first time in Viet Nam that a large-scale national business 
census had measured female ownership this way. Previous statistics had used female top leadership— 
a woman as chief executive officer or general manager—as a proxy for female ownership, which is why 
female ownership now appears lower than in previous market studies.

Table 2: Share of Women-Owned and Women-Led Companies in Viet Nam

Overall Woman-Owned

% Majority  
Female  

Ownership Female Executive
% with Female 

Executive

Micro 448,550 94,939 21.2 125,929 28.07

Small 163,567 16,031 9.8 42,257 25.83

Medium 23,592 1,429 6.1 5,30 22.50

Large 17,454 1,087 6.2 3,144 18.01
Total 653,163 113,486 17.4 176,639 27.04

Note: As of December 2020.

Source: General Statistics Office. 2021 Enterprise Census.

The results of the census show that, as in the case of SMEs overall, most women-owned businesses are 
micro in size (83.7% of the total, or close to 95,000 companies). Small-sized companies account for 
14% of businesses owned by women, and only 2.3% of women-owned businesses are medium or large 
companies. An important reflection here is that these data were collected at the end of 2020, after 
roughly 9 months of the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic and major lockdowns throughout 
the country. As a result of the economic downturn, most businesses had to reduce their staffing numbers, 
which is the key criterion in determining the size of a business in national censuses. Pre-COVID-19,  

Table 1: continued

https://www.sbv.gov.vn/TyGia/faces/Aiber.jspx?_afrLoop=4754229973912891&_afrWindowMode=0&_adf.ctrl-state=1b1wrkf2q8_4
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a larger share of women-owned businesses was reported to be either small or medium (42%) and 
a smaller share to be microenterprises (about 57%).2

According to national data, women-owned businesses are similar in size to those owned by men, in 
terms of annual revenues. The 2015 Enterprise Census showed average annual revenue of $548,000 for 
women-owned and $543,000 for men-owned small enterprises, and $5.69 million for women-owned 
versus $5.76 million men-owned medium-sized enterprises. Similarly, a large survey of manufacturing 
firms found no considerable difference in performance among men-owned and women-owned firms, 
for data spanning from 2005 to 2013. Although the average value added was lower for female-led firms in 
the informal sector, the opposite was true in the formal sector, where women tend to lead medium-sized 
firms with higher value added and labor productivity.3

The primary research for this study was conducted from August 2021 to April 2022, and comprised 
the following components:

1. A survey of women-owned enterprises. A questionnaire-based survey was conducted to collect 
responses from at least 300 WSMEs, selected based on 3 key criteria: firm size, geographical location, 
and industry or economic sector. Details of the sample structure include the following:

(i) Allocation by size. The survey sample included 10.9% micro firms (33 firms), 68.8% small 
firms (209 firms), and 20.4% medium firms (62 firms).4

(ii) Allocation by geographical location. Among 304 firms, 46.4% are in the northern region, 
19.7% in the central region, and 33.9% in the southern region.5

(iii) Allocation by industry or economic sector. The sample includes a distribution of key sectors 
as follows: (a) wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles (40.1%); 
(b) manufacturing and construction (22%); (c) agriculture, fishing, and aquaculture (1.3%); 
(d) other service activities (30.3%); and (e) other industries (transportation and storage; 
mining, quarrying, and electricity; gas; steam supply; and water supply) (6.3%).6

2. A survey of domestic banks. A questionnaire-based survey was circulated to 36 banks. With the 
support of the State Bank of Vietnam (SBV), this study was able to gather data on usage of banks’ lending 
and saving products by women-owned businesses, even from those banks that do not collect such data 
on a regular basis. This survey collected data on finance products and services used by SMEs, comparing 
usage by WSMEs versus usage by SMEs overall (i.e., both women-owned and men-owned SMEs). The 
survey did not collect disaggregated data for men-owned SMEs. The following 27 banks, representing 
85.8% of total banking assets, contributed to the study:

2 IFC. 2017. Women-Owned Enterprises in Vietnam. Washington, DC: IFI.
3  Bui, Minh Tam, and Trinh Q. Long. 2021. Women’s Economic Empowerment in Vietnam: Performance and Constraints 

of Female-Led Manufacturing SMEs. Journal of Risk and Financial Management. 14 (255). https:// doi.org/10.3390/
jrfm14060255.

4  According to the Vietnam Chamber of Commerce and Industry (VCCI) Provincial Competitiveness Index Survey 2011–
2018 (quoted from p. 21 of VCCI. 2019. Doing Business in Vietnam: Assessment of Women-Owned Enterprises. Ha Noi: VCCI), 
the share of micro women-owned enterprises was 59%; of small women-owned enterprises, 31%; and of medium women-
owned enterprises, 10%. Since the focus of this study is on small and medium-sized firms, the sample is not representative 
for microenterprises.

5  The distribution of the sample was calculated and selected according to MPI. 2020. White Book on Enterprises. Ha Noi: MPI.
6  The sample follows data from MPI. 2019. Business Registration Management Agency. Ha Noi: MPI, October (quoted from p. 18, 

VCCI. 2019. Doing Business in Vietnam: Assessment of Women-Owned Enterprises). As in some industries or sectors the share of 
the enterprises is too small, several sectors were merged, to end up with a list of five key sectors for our sample.

https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/1163db7a-e432-4a9e-9b56-18fd57bde2bb/Women-owned+enterprises+in+Vietnam-Perceptions+and+Potential+-+Executive+Summary.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=lXbziNo
http://doi.org/10.3390/jrfm14060255
http://doi.org/10.3390/jrfm14060255
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(i) All big four state-owned commercial banks.7 Agribank, VietinBank, Vietcombank,  
Bank for Investment and Development (BIDV).

(ii) Four large joint-stock commercial banks. Saigon Joint Stock Development Bank (SCB),  
MB Bank, Techcombank, VPBank.

(iii) Eighteen small and medium joint stock commercial banks. Saigon–Hanoi Commercial 
Joint Stock Bank (SHB), Nam A Bank, Dong A Bank, SeABank, Ocean Bank, VietCapital Bank, 
TPBank, MSB, Bac A Bank, GPBank, VietBank, Orient Commercial Joint Stock Bank (OCB), 
Kien Long Bank (KLB), CB Bank, PGBank, HDBank, Lien Viet Post Joint Stock Commercial 
Bank (LPB), National Citizen Bank (NCB).

(iv) Vietnam Bank for Social Policies (VBSP), a government policy bank.

3. Key informant interviews. The survey-based research was supplemented with data collected 
through interviews with:

(i) Women-owned small and medium-sized enterprises. A total of 55 women entrepreneurs, 
from 5 microenterprises and 38 small and 12 medium-sized enterprises, were interviewed 
to garner their views on running a business in Viet Nam and their experience in accessing 
financing. The businesses interviewed operated in the south (47.3%), the north (36.4%), and 
the central region (16.4%).

(ii) Banks. Stakeholders from 10 banks,8 representing 61.5% of total banking assets, were 
interviewed to complement data collected through the survey and to capture their experience 
serving women-owned businesses.

(iii) Sector stakeholders. This included representatives from four SBV departments (Monetary 
Policy Department, Credit Department, Statistics and Forecast Department, Banking Strategy 
Institute), the Ministry of Finance, two associations (the Vietnam Association for Small and 
Medium Enterprises [VINASME] and the Vietnam Women Entrepreneurs Council [VWEC]), 
and four credit guarantee funds in four provinces.9

4. Gender gap assessment of financial institutions. Two banks have undergone a gender gap 
assessment,10 based on a methodology proprietary to Palladium and designed to benchmark a financial 
institution’s gender-smart banking performance along five core competency areas: (i) strategy, 
(ii) leadership and employment, (iii) data analysis and marketing, (iv) services to women entrepreneurs, 
and (v) services to women personal banking clients. These areas cover client-facing activities and 
supporting operations that effect services to women clients. The benchmarking is not a numerical score: 
each area is shown as a spider chart. The gender gap assessment finds opportunities to increase women’s 
market share through a combination of quantitative data about clients and employees, and qualitative 
information about overall strategic direction and operations.

7  Except for Agribank, these have been partially equitized and become joint stock banks with a majority of state-owned 
capital.

8 Agribank, An Binh Bank, BIDV, LPB, SHB, SeAbank, TPBank, VPBank, Vietcombank, and VietinBank.
9  In addition to these stakeholders, the findings on WSME credit policy, especially those relating to the SME Development 

Fund and credit guarantee funds implemented under SME Support Law have been based on the secondary research and 
consultation with the Ministry of Planning and Investment (MPI) - Agency for Enterprise Development (AED) and the 
SME Development Fund, and credit guarantees in selected provinces, as part of the review of support policies and legal 
framework affecting WSMEs under Component 2 of the project.

10  As part of TA 9660 REG: Promoting Transformative Gender Equality Agenda in Asia and the Pacific, one component focuses 
on assessing the gender gap at selected financial institutions and, based on the findings, works with these institutions to 
improve their outreach to women entrepreneurs.
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The study also draws on extensive secondary research through the findings of previous reports on 
the small and medium-sized business sector in Viet Nam, focusing specifically on access to financial 
services and the women-owned segment.

1.3 Limitations of the Study

The research has made it possible to capture meaningful insights into how well Viet Nam’s banking 
sector is serving women-owned businesses, but it is important to note the following limitations.

(i) Different small and medium-sized enterprise definitions among the banks surveyed. 
The banks that participated in this study often use different definitions of SMEs and WSMEs, 
which makes it difficult to compare data across the sample and glean market-level findings. 
When it comes to WSMEs, most banks use the gender of the chief executive officer or top 
manager as a proxy. Hence, the data provided by banks refer to women-led businesses rather 
than women-owned businesses.

(ii) Data gaps. Out of the 27 banks that completed the survey, only 4 collect gender-
disaggregated data regularly. Most banks provided partial information on the size of their 
loan portfolio, either because they do not have access to disaggregated data or because 
they do not want to share this information. Overall, the data gaps reflect the challenges of 
collecting gender-disaggregated data even for those banks that are committed to doing so. As 
a result, the data on the volume of bank financing targeting WSMEs should not be considered 
conclusive. Similarly, while most banks provided some level of data, only a small number of 
financial institutions submitted detailed data across their lending and savings portfolio to allow 
for a robust analysis of access to and usage of such services by SMEs, and women-owned 
businesses in particular.

(iii) The small number of women-owned small and medium-sized enterprises in the sample, 
at just over 300 firms. Efforts were made to build a representative sample in terms of sector, 
geography, and business size. The survey included businesses from the northern, central, 
and southern regions, although with distribution slightly skewed toward firms in the northern 
region as the severe COVID-19 downturn in the southern region prevented more firms from 
participating. The selected firms in these regions were all from urban areas, therefore the 
sample does not provide any insights on women entrepreneurs in rural areas. Similarly, owing 
to COVID-19 constraints, it was harder to reach businesses independently, and most SMEs 
surveyed are members of two associations that support access to their membership base, 
VINASME and the Vietnam Association for Women Entrepreneurs. With the study focusing 
on SMEs, the sample overrepresents these segments and underrepresents microenterprises. 
As a result, the findings mostly reflect the specific financial needs and preferences of SMEs and 
are meant to inform financial institutions keen on serving these segments. The study findings 
should not be considered representative of the needs and challenges of micro-businesses, 
which account for over 80% of women-owned companies in Viet Nam and have typically lower 
access to bank financial products and services, particularly credit. Given the extraordinary 
economic circumstances during which the survey took place, it is also likely that the survey 
carries some degree of participant bias, whereby only those companies that were able to 
weather the crisis relatively well and felt confident about their growth prospects participated in 
the survey. While it is difficult to generalize findings from the sample to the broader population 
and draw definitive conclusions about the financial behaviors and needs of these subsegments, 
the limitations of the quantitative research have been mitigated through additional in-depth 
interviews with WSMEs.



2. KEY FINDINGS

2.1 Women-Owned Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises

Figure 1 indicates that most businesses surveyed in this study have been in operation for at least 5 years, 
with half of them running for over 10 years. Companies operate across a variety of sectors—the majority 
in wholesale and retail trade and services, with a smaller share in manufacturing and construction as 
well as other industries, such as transportation, mining, and electricity. The average business employs 
about 70 employees, of whom 60% are full-time, close to 20% are part-time, and the rest are seasonal 
or temporary workers.

The limited liability company (LLCs)—with either a single or multiple founders—is the most common form 
of business registration, used by 64% of entrepreneurs. Single-member LLCs are twice as popular as multiple-
member LLCs for all businesses, regardless of size. The remainder have registered as either joint stock 
companies or other entities such as cooperatives. A few are sole proprietorships or partnerships (Table 3).

Table 3: Business Registration for Companies Surveyed

Form Share (%)

Single-member limited liability company 43.5

Joint stock company 22.7

Multiple-member limited liability company 20.7

Other 10.0

Sole Proprietor 2.7

Partnership 0.3

100.0

Source: Entrepreneur survey 2021. 

Figure 1: Industry and Length of Time in Operation
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Source: Entrepreneur survey 2021.
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Access to Banking
The survey results indicate that business owners are well banked for personal as well as business 
purposes: 85% of them have a personal current account, 74% have a business current account, and 65% 
have both personal and business current accounts. According to Figure 2, entrepreneurs use a range of 
financial products and services, including loans, insurance, letters of credit, and guarantees, and largely 
use both internet and mobile banking services, particularly if transacting through their personal account. 
The large state-owned banks11—BIDV, Agribank, Vietcombank, and VietinBank—are the banks most 
used by business owners for both personal and business services. Two-thirds of entrepreneurs transact 
with one or more of these four.

Figure 2: Use of Personal and Business Bank Products

Current acount

85%

32% 31% 30%

Credit card

Use of Personal Bank Products Use of Personal Bank Channels

Loan Savings account

Current acount

78%

Credit card

Use of Business Bank Products

Loan Savings account

12%
16%

18%

62% 63%

24% 24%
16%

Internet banking

82%
69%

48%

SMS banking Banking app

Micro Small Medium

Use of Business Bank Channels

Internet banking

52%
54%

35%

SMS banking Banking app

45%

65%
58%

27%
35%

24%

Micro Small Medium

64% 68%

30%

app = application, SMS = short messaging service.

Source: Entrepreneur survey 2021. 

Term-deposit accounts are less popular than current accounts among entrepreneurs. About 30% of 
business owners have a personal savings account and 22% have a corporate term-deposit account.

This may be a result of the extremely low interest rates for traditional savings accounts over the past 
several years and the fact that most owners reported reinvesting earnings into their company (77.7%). 
Nonetheless, 14.3% of business owners reported saving on a regular basis: 9% said they saved some 
amount every month and 5.3% saved a fixed amount every month (Figure 3).

11 Partially equitized banks (joint stock banks with a majority of state-owned capital), except Agribank.
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Figure 3: Savings Behavior

I save a fixed amount every month

Some months I save

Generally I do not save

77.7%
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4.0%

4.0%
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Source: Entrepreneur survey 2021.

Access to Credit
Borrowing from a bank and reinvesting retained earnings are the most common ways for companies to 
finance growth: close to 70% of business owners have used either one or both options over the life of 
their business (Figure 4). A recent study on the impact of COVID-19 on women-owned businesses has 
confirmed that female business owners are more likely to utilize their own funds and retain earnings to 
grow the business than are men-owned businesses (61.8% versus 53.8%).12

Only 20% of female business owners reported borrowing from family and friends to finance business 
growth, a relatively modest percentage considering that this is often the preferred and most convenient 
finance choice for small businesses. Another 11% of owners have raised equity (Figure 4).

Figure 4: How Companies Finance Their Long-Term Business Growth

Borrow from 
a bank

Internally 
generated 

cash flow/profits

Borrow from 
family or friends

From owner’s
personal  

savings

Bring in equity 
investors 

(individuals or firms)

Borrow from 
a microfinance 

institution

68% 68%

20% 16%
11%

4%

Source: Entrepreneur survey 2021.

12 Trung Xuan Hoang and Cuong Viet Nguyen. 2022. Men- and Women-Owned/Led MSMEs and the COVID-19 Policy 
Responses in Vietnam. Investing in Women. Monash University, DEPOCEN, Development and Policy Research Center.

https://investinginwomen.asia/knowledge/gendered-impacts-of-msme-policy-responses-to-covid-19-in-south-east-asia-vietnam/
https://investinginwomen.asia/knowledge/gendered-impacts-of-msme-policy-responses-to-covid-19-in-south-east-asia-vietnam/
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At the time of the study, 59% of entrepreneurs had a business loan, 30% a personal loan, and 18% both a 
personal and a business loan. Securing a personal loan is typically easier and requires less documentation 
than is involved in applying for a business loan. It is thus likely that some entrepreneurs choose to go 
that route to finance business growth, particularly when in urgent need to access capital. As for other 
types of financial products and services, banks are the preferred choice for companies seeking external 
capital. Entrepreneurs find them reliable and safer than new financial service providers, such as fintech 
companies, which can provide faster, unsecured loans through online applications, but are still little 
known—and trusted—among more traditional, non-tech entrepreneurs (see Box 1 for quotes from 
business owners who participated in key informant interviews).

A total of 95% of business owners who had raised capital in the previous 12 months had borrowed from 
a commercial bank. Only about 7% had borrowed from money lenders or other individual lenders, and 
an even smaller percentage from microfinance institutions, peer-to-peer platforms, or cooperatives and 
credit funds (Figure 5). The share of businesses that had borrowed from family and friends over the 
previous 12 months (81%) is much higher than that borrowing from family and friends over the long term 
(20%). This is likely linked to COVID-19 economic duress and widespread financial pressure.

Figure 5: How Companies Financed Business Growth in the Previous 12 Months

Micro Small Medium

21%
29%

41%

7%
2% 0%

35%
29% 28%

5%
2% 2%

39%

23%
18% 18%

3% 0%

Banks Friends and family Savings Partners Money lender Other FIs (MFI, credit cooperative, and others)

FI = finance institution, MFI = microfinance institution.

Source: Entrepreneur survey 2021.

Most business owners are satisfied with bank products and services and specifically with the loan amount 
received. When asked about the ease of accessing a loan from a financial institution, most entrepreneurs 
gave a score of 2 (based on a scale ranging from 1 “very easy” to 5 “very difficult”). For those who 
expressed dissatisfaction, interest rates and collateral requirements are the main concerns. The need 
for collateral not only prevents some women entrepreneurs from borrowing at all, or from borrowing 
the desired amount; it also can act as a deterrent to seeking bank finance entirely as entrepreneurs get 
discouraged and choose not to apply for bank loans. While Viet Nam’s legal framework contains few 
differences between men and women, social customs lead to persistent gendered differences in the 
registration of land and other conjugal properties as custom is to use the husband’s name. For example, 
women own only 16% of farmland in comparison with 46% for men.13

About 59% of surveyed business owners presently have a business loan, which means that a substantial 
number (41%) do not currently access loans to finance their business. Out of these, the majority (65%) 

13 VinaCapital. 2022.
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are not currently seeking a bank loan. Most report having enough capital to finance business growth 
while some are concerned about owing to banks. About 65% of the 41% WSMEs do not have a loan and 
do not want a loan (i.e., they do not want to owe a bank and do not need it or have enough financing, 
as per the bottom right chart in Figure 6). This means that the remaining 35% of those 41%, who do 
not think they qualify owing to too high interest, or owing to cumbersome processes, represent 14% of 
the total sample. Thus, about 14% of business owners can be considered financially constrained—they 
would borrow if they could do so.

Box 1: Business Owners on Bank Credit

“I think that the bank loans are still the quickest and best source of finance to weather challenging times 
and invest in new business opportunities” (Suu, Hoa Binh Limited Company, Yen Bai Province).

“Our firm has an established relationship with VietinBank. We were offered a lower than market 
interest rate on a loan but because of a low valuation on our security we could only borrow less than 
we needed. On the other hand, Techcombank valued our asset higher and accepted inventory as the 
collateral. Therefore, we borrowed from Techcombank” (Tuong Nghi, director, Tuong Nghi private 
company, Khanh Hoa Province).

“Collateral is always a problem for small firms like us because we do not have enough assets for 
collateral if we want to borrow a large amount” (Chu Thi Anh, director, Ha Anh Production and 
Trading Joint Stock Company, Ha Noi).

“I have observed the emergence of some new lending platforms and apps. I will never borrow from 
them as I do not view them as reliable. Their annual interest rate can reach 100%–300%, and it comes 
with extra fees, which we cannot afford” (Hong Dung, director and founder, Tam Duc Trading and 
Import–Export Company, Ha Noi).

“I will never borrow from lending apps because it is very risky. The app will ask borrowers to provide 
identity card information, and bank account, which can lead to money loss” (Do, chief executive 
officer, DTTP Joint Stock Company, Da Nang).

“I have borrowed from VietinBank for decades and had very close relationship with the bank. In the 
recent 2 years I have borrowed from Vietcombank with lower interest rates. I think these are the two 
banks with the best rates in the market. I don’t use other sources as the interest rates are much higher” 
(Lan, director, Nhat Vy Joint Stock Company, Binh Duong Province).

On the level of satisfaction with loan terms, the remaining businesses mentioned complex application 
processes, high interest, and stringent collateral requirements as deterrents and key obstacles to 
borrowing. The business owners are mostly satisfied with loan amounts and length of the application 
process, and less satisfied with interest rates and collateral requirements. When asking about reasons for 
not ever having a bank loan, business owners listed the key reasons of a perceived complex process, high 
interest rates, and collateral requirements.
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Figure 6: Bank Loans of Business Owners and Level of Satisfaction with Loan Terms
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Source: Entrepreneur survey 2021.
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Owners listed key advantages and disadvantages of borrowing from banks:

Table 4: Pros and Cons of Bank Borrowing

Advantages Disadvantages
  Banks charge lower interest rate than do semiformala 

and informal loan providers.b

  Banks have standard terms and safer collection 
methods than semiformal and informal loans.

  Bank borrowing can be leveraged to raise additional 
capital.

  Banks are a formal source of finance and clients are 
treated politely.

  The bank has many more requirements than do 
semiformal and informal providers.

  Because of the collateral requirement, loan amounts are 
often too small.

Notes:
a  Semiformal loan providers include microfinance programs, social funds (registered with the provincial authorities and the provincial 

State Bank of Vietnam), peer-to-peer lenders (with the Department of Planning and Investment and the Ministry of Industry and 
Commerce).

b  Informal loan providers are moneylenders. In fact, individuals can borrow from relatives and friends interest-free. However, usually, 
these sources are not available to women-owned small and medium-sized enterprises.

Source: Entrepreneur survey 2021.

Participation in Government-Funded Programs
Business owners reported accessing some of the government programs aimed at facilitating access to 
finance. Over a third of small businesses and 55% of medium-sized businesses have been granted loans 
at lower than market rates. However, only 10% of medium-sized companies and 8% of small businesses 
have ever received a guarantee from the Credit Guarantee Fund (CGF) (Figure 7). Microenterprises 
have a much lower success rate in accessing both preferential interest rates and credit guarantees.

The 2022 Asian Venture Philanthropy Network (AVPN) Investing in Women study14 confirmed that most 
women did not apply for loans from government institutions during the pandemic—75% of women did 
not apply, about 6% applied and were approved, and another 2% applied and were rejected. On the other 
hand, women benefited in much larger numbers from emergency programs providing subsidies for staff 
wages, and deferring payments to governments (Figure 8).

Barriers to Business Growth
In addition to access to finance, other important challenges slow or limit entrepreneurs’ growth potential, 
particularly related to human capital—the hiring, retaining, and management of employees (Figure 9). 
This is a common issue for small businesses as owners typically spend a lot of time managing staff directly. 
The World Economic Forum  reports that the biggest challenges facing SMEs globally are talent acquisition 
and retention, followed by growth and expansion, funding and access to finance, a non-supportive policy 
environment, and the difficulty of maintaining a strong culture and clear company purpose and value.15 

Women entrepreneurs value business development services and would like more support in different 
areas, such as overall business and financial management. Some entrepreneurs expressed the view that 
women’s risk-conscious behavior in running a business and managing finance might be holding them 
back and preventing them from taking more opportunities to scale their businesses. Learning from more 
seasoned entrepreneurs and becoming more confident in financial management and building effective 

14 AVPN. 2022. Investing in Women. Singapore: AVPN.
15 WEF. 2021. 5 Key Insights on the Future-Readiness of SMEs. 3 December.

https://avpn.asia/organisation/investing-in-women/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/12/5-key-insights-on-the-future-readiness-of-smes/
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Figure 7: Women-Owned Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises’ Access  
to Support Programs
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Source: Entrepreneur survey 2021.

Figure 8: Women-Owned Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises’ Access to  
Government Support Programs
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https://avpn.asia/organisation/investing-in-women/
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budgets might help unlock new opportunities. It was noted that banks might provide some advice during 
the loan appraisal process, particularly on credit products, but this is viewed as insufficient and there is 
demand for more.

Entrepreneurs appreciate opportunities for business networking and recognize their value. There 
are several networks that owners belong to, such as the Women SME Association, the Vietnam SME 
Association, the Women Entrepreneur Club, the Business Association, the Vietnam Women’s Union 
(VWU), the Red Cross Association, and others. Some entrepreneurs suggested that banks also leverage 
their business networks and collaborate with other organizations to provide nonfinancial services and 
networking opportunities for women.

Family obligations are another barrier to growth mentioned by some female business owners. Childcare 
and household management still fall predominantly on women, and this reduces the time they can 
dedicate to their business, including on expanding and cultivating their business networks. Family 
responsibilities, as well as more restrictions on travel than exist for men, for safety reasons, affect their 
ability to participate in evening meetings and business trips and to work in remote areas.

On the positive side, business owners identified the following traits as common among women 
entrepreneurs and advantageous in doing business:

(i) being detail-oriented and diligent in managing business operations;
(ii) strong negotiation skills that allow women to build stronger long-term relationships with their 

customer base;
(iii) risk-cautious and careful attitudes in managing finances, particularly when it comes to limiting 

costs; and
(iv) ability to build a better rapport with employees by being approachable and supportive.

Figure 9: Perceived Barriers to Business Growth
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2.2  Bank Finance to Women-Owned Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises

This section provides an overview of the key sources of finance available to SMEs and WSMEs in 
Viet Nam and presents findings collected from commercial banks.

Key Vietnamese Financial Service Providers
Viet Nam’s key financial service providers comprise banks and other financial service providers, such as 
fintech firms, microfinance institutions, and other financial companies. Banks dominate this sector in 
terms of total assets and are the main source of finance for SMEs, both men- and women-owned.

Table 5: Viet Nam’s Key Financial Service Providers as of January 2022

Key formal financial 
service providers

7 state-owned commercial banksa

Best placed to serve small and medium-sized 
businesses 28 joint stock commercial banks, 10 financial 

leasing firms

61 joint venture and foreign banks Focus on corporates and high-income individuals

16 finance firms Focus on lending to individuals

1,164 People’s Credit Funds and the Coop 
Bank; 2 policy banks; 4 microfinance 
institutions

Focus on production and consumer loans for 
individuals, especially low-income and rural people
Two policy banks have some products for SMEs, 
but this is not their main market segment

Others (emerging 
fintech in payment and 
lending verticals)

46 payment intermediaries Provide e-wallets and mobile money services
400 microfinance projects/programs and 
microfinance organizations
Other semiformal and informal providers

Provide lending and financial support services 
(credit rating, comparison, e-Know Your 
Customer service)

a  Including four banks with 100% shared owned by the state and three joint stock commercial banks with majority of shares owned 
by the state.

Source: Authors’ compilation from SBV website and R. Bevacqua, Duong [Sophie] Nguyen, and D. Lambert. 2021. Reimaging 
Vietnam’s Microfinance Sector: Recommendations for Institutional and Legal Reform. ADB Southeast Asia Working Paper Series. No. 
20. Manila.

The banking sector in Viet Nam is highly concentrated, with four state-owned commercial banks 
(BIDV, VietinBank, Vietcombank, and Agribank) comprising 41% of total banking assets. The 28 joint 
stock companies account for 44% of total banking assets while the foreign-related banks and branches 
account for only 9.8% of the market in terms of assets. The banks’ total assets amount to 1.74 times gross 
domestic product (GDP), higher than the global average (0.65), but lower than in the People’s Republic 
of China, Singapore, and Thailand.16

State-owned commercial banks, joint stock commercial banks, and financial leasing companies are best 
to serve small businesses as they offer credit and financial products for both individual and enterprise 
clients and have a wide outreach nationwide. State-owned banks have a particularly large presence. For 
example, Agribank has more than 2,300 branches and transaction offices in all 618 districts in Viet Nam; 
BIDV, VietinBank, and Vietcombank also have presence in all 63 provinces.

16 The Global Economy. Bank Assets to GDP - Country Rankings. 
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Other financial services providers include fintech firms (46 payment intermediaries licensed by SBV17 

and 84 other fintech firms18), 400 microfinance programs or projects, 3 telecommunication firms with 
licenses to provide mobile money services19 (out of 7 telecommunication firms in Viet Nam), and other 
semiformal or informal providers. The nonbank financial sector is still insignificant in terms of total assets 
and customer base, despite the growth of finance companies in consumer lending in recent years. The 
services offered by these other providers include (i) small lending to individuals and microenterprises 
mainly (up to D50 million,20 equivalent to $2,137),21 or informal lending via moneylenders; and 
(ii) e-wallets22 and mobile money23 with small transaction volume for individual clients, not for businesses.

Finance companies focus on consumer lending to individuals. People’s Credit Funds, microfinance 
institutions, and semiformal and informal providers focus on production and consumer loans for 
individuals, especially for low-income borrowers in rural areas. Telcos and payment intermediaries mainly 

17 Authors’ compilation from data provided by SBV and The Global Economy. Bank Assets to GDP - Country Rankings. 
18 The number of fintechs in Viet Nam is estimated at around 130 by 2022 (Mordor Intelligence. 2022. Vietnam Fintech Market 

– Growth, Trends, Covid-19 Impacts and Forecast (2022–2027)). 
19 Vietnam+. 2022. Telecom Providers Launch Mobile Money Services. 11 January. 
20 As per Prime Minister’s Decision No. 20/2017/QD-TTg dated 12 June 2017 on microfinance programs and projects of 

political institutions, social-political organizations, and nongovernment organizations. 
21 Exchange rate $1 = D23,400 as of 30 September 2022, as per SBV Central Rate of VND versus USD.
22 SBV Circular No. 39/2014/TT-NHNN dated 11 December 2014 guiding intermediary payment services and other 

amendment circulars (Circular No.  20/2016/TT-NHNN  dated 30 June 2016 of the Governor of SBV amending and 
supplementing several articles of Circular No.  36/2012/TT-NHNN  dated 28 December 2012 prescribing the provision, 
management, operation, and assurance of safety for operations of automated teller machines and Circular No. 39/2014/TT-
NHNN dated 11 December 2014 providing guidance on payment intermediary services, in force from 1 July 2016; Circular 
No. 30/2016/TT-NHNN dated 14 October 2016 of the Governor of SBV amending and supplementing several circulars 
regulating the provision of payment services and payment intermediary services, in force from 28 November 2016; Circular 
No. 23/2019/TT-NHNN dated 22 November 2019 of the Governor of SBV, amending and supplementing several articles 
of Circular No.  39/2014/TT-NHNN  dated 11 December 2014 of the Governor of SBV providing guidance on payment 
intermediary services, in force from 7 January 2020). 

23 Prime Minister’s Decision No. 316/QD-TTg dated 9 March 2021 approving pilot implementation of using telecommunication 
accounts for payment of low-value commodities and services (mobile money). 

Figure 10: Distribution of Vietnamese Bank Assets as of 30 June 2022

JVBs and FBs
11%

Others
5%

SOCBs
41%

JSCBs
43%

FB = foreign bank, JSCB = joint stock commercial bank, JVB = joint venture bank,   
SOCB = state-owned commercial bank.

Source: Authors’ compilation from State Bank of Vietnam data.

https://www.mordorintelligence.com/industry-reports/vietnam-fintech-market
https://www.mordorintelligence.com/industry-reports/vietnam-fintech-market
https://en.vietnamplus.vn/telecom-providers-launch-mobile-money-services/220517.vnp
https://www.sbv.gov.vn/TyGia/faces/Aiber.jspx?_afrLoop=4837803144949891&_afrWindowMode=0&_adf.ctrl-state=ibtfmflog_4
https://thuvienphapluat.vn/van-ban/tien-te-ngan-hang/circular-20-2016-tt-nhnn-amendments-36-2012-tt-nhnn-operation-security-automated-teller-machines-317515.aspx
https://thuvienphapluat.vn/van-ban/tien-te-ngan-hang/circular-no-36-2012-tt-nhnn-on-the-installation-management-operation-and-sec-162639.aspx
https://thuvienphapluat.vn/van-ban/tien-te-ngan-hang/circular-no-39-2014-tt-nhnn-guiding-the-intermediary-payment-services-267761.aspx
https://thuvienphapluat.vn/van-ban/tien-te-ngan-hang/circular-no-39-2014-tt-nhnn-guiding-the-intermediary-payment-services-267761.aspx
https://thuvienphapluat.vn/van-ban/tien-te-ngan-hang/circular-30-2016-tt-nhnn-amendments-circulars-provision-payment-intermediary-payment-services-415485.aspx
https://thuvienphapluat.vn/van-ban/tien-te-ngan-hang/circular-23-2019-tt-nhnn-amendments-circular-39-2014-tt-nhnn-payment-intermediary-services-430996.aspx
https://thuvienphapluat.vn/van-ban/tien-te-ngan-hang/circular-no-39-2014-tt-nhnn-guiding-the-intermediary-payment-services-267761.aspx
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provide e-wallets and mobile money services, but not lending products. VBSP and VDB (two policy 
banks) have some products for SMEs, but this is not their main market segment.24

Other Sources of Finance for Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises
Companies can also raise funds from individuals and organizations25 or from venture capital funds. 
However, the requirements for companies raising funds as stated in the Enterprise Law and the Law 
on Securities are complicated, and mainly involve equity capital. Access to venture capital for small 
and medium-sized businesses is low in Viet Nam. There are about 180 venture funds in Viet Nam, 
with investments increasing from $48 million in 2017 to $2.1 billion in 2021, mostly into technology 
companies.26 Most venture capital funds with operations in Viet Nam are legally registered abroad, 
mainly in Singapore, which has a more advanced framework regulating venture capital investments. To 
further incentivize the provision of SME equity finance in Viet Nam, the government could consider 
the introduction of tax deductions for investments in seed and early-stage ventures, either directly or 
through participation in venture capital funds, as well as favorable taxation on capital gains.

Also, the SME Development Fund, under the Ministry of Planning and Investment (MPI), can lend to 
SMEs directly and through commercial banks. By December 2018, 1,600 SMEs had accessed more than 
D149 billion ($6.53 million)27 from the fund.

Gender Diversity and Inclusion in the Banking Sector
For financial institutions to truly embed a gender lens into their business model and serve female 
customers better, they must also ensure women are well represented at all levels of their organizations. 
There is robust global evidence that gender-diverse leadership teams support more inclusive outreach 
strategies and that there is a positive correlation between more women in leadership and stronger 
operational performance.28

Twenty-six banks provided data on gender diversity and inclusion within their organization. The survey 
reveals (Table 6) that women comprise 48% of total staff at the headquarters of commercial banks 
and are well represented in senior and mid-level decision-making positions—51% of supervisory board 
members, 42% of senior-level management, and 43% of mid-level managements.29 Our gender gap 

24 VBSP has a specific lending program for SMEs: the SME program, with financial support from the German development 
bank, with a lending interest rate of 0.75% per month, and a total outstanding loan of maximum D1 billion. VDB works with 
SMEs in two ways: (i) lending via export credit—investment credit programs assigned by the government to enterprises, 
including SMEs; and (ii) providing credit guarantees for SMEs. 

25 As per the Law on Enterprises, article 4, clause 18, capital contribution means the contribution of capital as charter capital 
to establish a new company or contribution of additional capital to an existing company. According to article 17, clause 3, 
organizations and individuals have the right to contribute capital and buy shares and stakes of joint stock companies and 
limited liability companies (LLCs) and partnerships in accordance with this law, except (i) state authorities and people’s 
armed forces contributing state-owned assets to enterprises to serve their own interests; and (ii) entities that are not 
allowed to contribute capital to enterprises as prescribed by the Law on Officials, the Law on Public Employees, and the 
Anti-Corruption Law. However, this regulation has not yet been given guidance for implementation via any circulars 
or decisions. For general fund contributions and lending among individuals and legal entities, the implementation is via 
agreement among them, according to the Civil Code. Specifically, article 194 states that “…owners shall have the right to sell, 
exchange, give, loan, bequeath, renounce ownership rights…” However, this is a general regulation, and specific regulations 
for each activity related to borrowing or raising equity must comply with specialized laws (i.e., the Enterprise Law and  
the Law on Securities).

26 Viet Nam Investment Review. 2022. Venture Capital for Vietnam’s Startups Reached $2.1 Billion in 2021. 11 January. 
27 Exchange rate $1 = D22,825, as of 31 December 2018, as per SBV Central Rate of VND versus USD. 
28 IFC and CDC. Private Equity and Value Creation: A Fund Manager’s Guide to Gender-Smart Investing.
29 Data as of 31 March 2021. Executive committee level includes board of directors and board of management; senior level 

includes head of department at headquarters; mid-level management includes head of division at headquarters and 
branch manager. 

https://vir.com.vn/venture-capital-for-vietnams-startups-reached-21-billion-in-2021-90597.html
https://www.sbv.gov.vn/TyGia/faces/Aiber.jspx?_afrLoop=1918146477601100&_afrWindowMode=0&_adf.ctrl-state=cte3acqdl_34
https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/topics_ext_content/ifc_external_corporate_site/gender+at+ifc/resources/gender+smart+investing+guide
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assessment at two commercial banks also showed a good representation of women in leadership and 
staff positions, and employment policies in place to support, attract, and retain women in the workplace, 
such as maternity health coverage and additional leave for pregnant women or women with small 
children. However, our survey also reveals that women are less represented in top decision-making 
positions. They make up only 23% of executive committee members—an average of 3 women in a 
typical 15-member executive committee. This indicates that, while women play an active role in guiding 
and implementing the banks’ policies and strategies, there is still work to do in ensuring they participate 
equally in the highest levels of decision-making.

Table 6: Gender Diversity and Banks’ Headquarters

Indicators across 
Banks Interviewed Overall Total

Supervisory 
Board

Executive 
Committee 

Level Senior-Level
Mid-Level 

Management
Operational

Level

Total employees 201,049 90 410 1,299 5,094 194,156
Total number of 
female employees 97,737 46 95 548 2,206 94,842
Proportion of female 
employees (%) 48.60 51.11 23.17 42.19 43.31 48.85

Note: As of 31 March 2021, the cut-off date stated in the survey.

Source: Authors’ compilation from banks’ survey data.

At branch level, two-thirds of employees focus on serving two segments: SMEs (31%) and household 
businesses (36%). Almost all staff focusing on these customers are women, while men are more engaged 
with corporate and other clients. No sufficient information is available at this point to determine whether 
such a high concentration of female staff serving SMEs and household businesses has led to a higher 
share of female business customers in these segments, stronger borrowing, or higher demand for other 
products and services.

Banks’ Approach to Serving Women Entrepreneurs
Few banks have a specific strategy for women entrepreneurs. Among 27 banks, 5 (BIDV, SeABank, 
SHB, TPBank, VPBank) have a dedicated strategy to serve women-owned businesses. Four of these 
banks (BIDV, SeABank, TPBank, VPBank) collect gender-disaggregated data regularly—two of them 
only since the end of 2021. VPBank and TPBank have integrated gender-disaggregated data in their 
core banking system while BIDV and SeABank track data manually.30 All four banks that track gender 
data have received dedicated support on reaching out to the women’s market from international finance 
institutions—two from the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and two from the International Finance 
Corporation (IFC) of the World Bank Group.

30 Among the four banks that collected and provided gender-disaggregated data, only BIDV provided full information on 
WSMEs and VPBank provided some basic information on WSMEs. Nine banks (Agribank, HDBank, MB Bank, Nam A Bank, 
NCB, Ocean Bank, Techcombank, VietCapital Bank, Vietbank) that do not have specific strategy for women entrepreneurs 
provided gender-disaggregated data to selected survey questions on WSMEs. However, these data are based on women-led 
SMEs, not WSMEs as per the legal definition. Among these nine banks, only five (HDBank, NCB, Techcombank, VietBank, 
VietCapital) provided full information on the whole bank, SMEs, and WSMEs. TPBank has a dedicated strategy and began 
collecting gender-disaggregated data in 2021.
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The small but growing number of banks with a dedicated strategy for women-owned SMEs and 
gender-disaggregated data reflects the fact that specific interest in this market segment is relatively 
new in Viet Nam and it is still gaining traction. Most banks do not see the need to distinguish between 
men-owned SMEs and WSMEs, and government measures aimed at supporting women entrepreneurs 
have been limited in scope and even more in their implementation. For the time being, focusing on 
women-owned businesses remains a niche banking strategy for a select few banks.

Use of Banking Products
In reviewing SME banking data, it is important to note that there is no uniform definition of small and 
medium-sized businesses across commercial banks in Viet Nam. Overall, turnover is the preferred 
criterion to define company size, but different banks use different turnover ranges. Other commonly 
used metrics are revenues, assets, and number of employees. A table with SME classifications used 
by the main banks is provided in Appendix 1.31 Also, the gender-disaggregated data provided by banks 
recognize WSMEs as those firms led by a woman rather than those majority owned by a woman, as per 
the SME Law.32 The data on finance products and services collected by banks and reflected in the charts 
throughout this report compare usage by WSMEs versus usage by SMEs overall (i.e., both women-owned 
and men-owned SMEs). Separate data on men-owned SMEs were not collected.

Deposit Services
Women hold 22.8% of SME non-term-deposit accounts, equivalent to about 16% of the value of banks’ 
SME demand deposit. Similarly, they hold 19% of term-deposit accounts, equivalent to 15% of value. This 
is in line with the data reported by women-owned businesses through our survey. The average value of 
demand and term deposits kept by women-owned businesses is lower than for SME owners overall. This 
is probably linked to the fact that most women reported reinvesting retained earnings in their company 
as a primary way to finance growth.

Lending
Lending is a prominent service used by SMEs. Overall, all banks lend to SMEs, and all 10 banks selected 
for key informant interviews see small and medium businesses as an attractive and important target 
market. Lending to SMEs has grown at an average 15% annually since 2018, higher than for lending to the 
whole economy. In 2020, on average, banks disbursed 58,000 SME loans each, accounting for 10.6% of 
the total number of loans and 22% of the value of loans disbursed.

The study includes all the largest banks with total assets of D1,400 trillion–D1,700 trillion 
($60 billion–$73 billion) and the smaller banks with total assets of D35 trillion ($1.5 billion). Therefore, 
there is a large degree of variation in their exposure to SMEs, ranging from only 28 SME loans amounting 
to D94 trillion ($4 billion) to over 535,000 loans amounting to D2,800 trillion ($120.5 billion).33 Some 
banks prioritize serving the larger medium-sized companies; others, at the other end of the spectrum, 
focus instead on very small businesses for their SME lending.

31 Note that the legal definition of SMEs is complex and includes several indicators for different sectors. The information here 
is just the summary of the highest threshold. The legal definition is described in Government Decree No. 80/2021-ND-
CP dated 26 August 2021 on elaboration of some articles of the Law on Provision of Assistance for Small and Medium 
Enterprises 2017.

32 In article 3, clause 1, “women-owned SME” means an SME having one or more women own at least 51% of its charter capital 
and at least a woman being a manager or executive director of this enterprise.

33 Exchange rate: $1 = D23,244 as of 31 March 2021, as per SBV Central Rate of VND versus USD.

https://www.sbv.gov.vn/TyGia/faces/Aiber.jspx?_afrLoop=1920242839917100&_afrWindowMode=0&_adf.ctrl-state=rq1rcvrpy_4
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Table 7: Loans of all Customer Segments vs. Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises  
for All Interviewed Banks

 
Number of Loans Disbursed Value of Loans Disbursed  

(D million)
Average Loan Account Balance/

Month (D million)

All customer 
segments SMEs

All customer 
segments SMEs

All customer 
segments SMEs

Average 548,619 58,206 421,249,316
($18 billion)

94,132,976
($4 billion)

260,822,387
($11.2 billion)

54,444,553
($2.35 billion)

Minimum 3,842 28 2,996,867
($129.6 million)

47,711
($2.06 million) 

6,305,513
($272 million)

30,479
($1.32 million)

Maximum 4,400,300 535,928 2,810,619,783
($121.5 billion)

660,554,264
($28.5 billion)

1,400,000,000
($60.5 billion)

292,510,544
($12.6 billion)

Total 12,069,607 1,280,536 9,267,484,948
($400.6 billion)

2,070,925,475
($89.5 billion)

5,738,092,505
($248.07 

billion)

1,197,780,171
($51.8 billion)

SMEs = small and medium-sized enterprises.

Notes:

1. As of 31 December 2020, the cut-off date in the survey.

2. Exchange rate: $1 = D23,131 as of 30 December 2020, as per SBV Central Rate of VND versus USD.

Source: Authors’ compilation from banks’ survey data.

Figure 11: Access to Deposit Accounts

No. of accounts Value of accounts Average account
balance

No. of accounts Value of accounts Average account
balance

23%

SMEs WSMEs

76%

16%

83%

19%

89%

19%

80%

15%

83%

15%

83%

Non-Term Deposit Accounts Time Deposit Accounts

SMEs = small and medium-sized enterprises, WSMEs = women-owned small and medium-sized enterprises.

Source: Authors’ compilation from banks’ survey data.

https://www.sbv.gov.vn/TyGia/faces/Aiber.jspx?_afrLoop=1920242839917100&_afrWindowMode=0&_adf.ctrl-state=rq1rcvrpy_4
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Women-owned small and medium-sized enterprises accounted for about 20.55% of the average 
value of loans disbursed to small and medium-sized enterprises in 2020. As in the case of overall 
SME lending, there are large differences among banks in their exposure to women-owned businesses, 
ranging from just 7% of SME lending going to women to as high as 38% for another bank. As several banks 
classify women-owned businesses as those led by women, the 20.55% average value of loans disbursed to 
women-owned businesses is lower than the actual share of SMEs led by women (27%). In terms of number 
of loans disbursed and average outstanding loan balance, WSMEs accounted for 17.05% and 19.93% of 
SMEs in 2020 (Figure 12). In terms of number of SME borrowers who are women, this number is 20%–22% 
of total SMEs, which does not change much over the past 3 years (2019–2021)34 (Table 7). Again, this is 
lower than the proportion of WSMEs in total SMEs in Viet Nam. The lower share in 2020 and 2021 is likely 
to be related to the COVID-19 pandemic, which saw a decline in the absolute number of SME clients for 
most banks as most SMEs struggled with lower sales volume and an estimated 15% shut down.35 Only 
few banks experienced a growth in the number of SME borrowers. The banks showing a growth in WSME 
borrowers are also the ones showing positive results on overall growth for SME clients, indicating that these 
are financial institutions that are overall better suited to serve the SME segment.

Figure 12: Lending Service—Women-Owned Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises  
as a Percentage of Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises and Whole Bank Clients

Average number of loans disbursed Average value of loans disbursed Average loan account balance per
month of 12 months

17.05%

1.38%

20.55%

5.49%

19.93%

6.37%

WSMEs vs. SMEs WSMEs vs. whole bank clients

SMEs = small and medium-sized enterprises, WSMEs = women-owned small and medium-sized enterprises.

Source: Authors’ compilation from banks’ survey data.

These data show that the WSME market segment is quite small within the SME segment, and insignificant 
compared with the whole bank client segment. Our gender gap assessment at two banks showed  
a relatively good representation of women among personal banking clients, but a rather low proportion 
of women in total business clients.

Banks that participated in the study hold the view that this is both because women-owned businesses 
tend to be smaller in size and, hence, qualify for smaller loan sizes and because female business owners 

34 Only 7 banks answered questions on total bank lending, but 11 banks answered questions on number of loans to WSMEs. 
The data are slightly different between the sample of 7 banks and 11 banks. Therefore, we use the data having more banks 
answered to cover the clearer picture on WSME lending. 

35 In August 2021, among 21,517 interviewed enterprises and business households, only 16% still had businesses or production 
running. Most (69%) had ceased operations owing to the COVID-19 pandemic, and 15% had stopped operations (PSD, 
Vietnam Economic Forum, and VNExpress. 2021. Survey Result: Fact Findings from Enterprises and Employees during COVID-19 
Pandemic. Internal report. August).
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tend to be more conservative borrowers. They would rather utilize retained earnings and consider 
borrowing from banks as the last resort. In their assessment, demand for bank credit among women-
owned SMEs is lower than that among overall SMEs.

Lending by Sector
Businesses in industry and construction have the largest share of average loan outstanding balance 
(45% of total outstanding loans), followed by businesses in trade, transportation, and telecommunication 
(26% of total). SMEs in agriculture, forestry, and fisheries have the lowest outstanding loan balance 
(5% of total). This same pattern is valid for women-owned businesses. Figure 13 shows the slight 
difference between outstanding loan balance for all SMEs and WSMEs only.

Agriculture and other sectors have smaller outstanding loans, which can be explained by the facts that 
they take up a lower share in the overall economy and that in these sectors, SMEs and WSMEs tend to 
borrow smaller amounts as they mainly invest in small business plans or projects.

Figure 13: Outstanding Loan Balance of Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises and Women-
Owned Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises by Sector 

(% of total)

Other activities
24.08%

Agriculture, forestry,
and fisheries

5.45%

SMEs Total Outstanding
Loans by Sector

Industry and 
construction

44.68%

Trade,
transportation, and
telecommunication

25.79%      

Other activities
23.02%

Agriculture,
forestry,

and fisheries
7.80%

WSMEs Total Outstanding
Loans by Sectors

Industry and
construction

41.35%

Trade,
transportation, and
telecommunication

27.83%

SMEs = small and medium-sized enterprises, WSMEs = women-owned small and medium-sized enterprises.

Source: Authors’ compilation from banks’ survey data.

Loan Portfolio by Duration and Purpose
Most bank lending to SMEs, whether female- or male-owned, is in the form of short-term loans 
for working capital. In terms of loan duration, there are only minor differences between men- and 
women-owned businesses, with slightly more long-term loans going to men-owned businesses. When 
it comes to the reason for borrowing, the differences are more pronounced. Almost 90% of loans 
to women-owned businesses are to finance working capital; less than 5% go to purchase machinery 
and equipment or other purposes. Only 1.9% of women entrepreneurs borrow to buy real estate. In 
comparison, 85% of loans to SMEs including men-owned are for working capital, 7% are for equipment 
and machinery, 3.15% are for real estate, and another 3.85% are for other purposes. Figure 14 shows the 
difference between loan purpose and duration for all SMEs and women-owned SMEs only.
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Interviews with bank officers confirmed that SMEs primarily use bank lending to meet their daily 
financing needs. This is mostly because of how bank lending products are designed. Borrowing medium 
and long term to finance business growth or capital investments is much more difficult as it comes 
with more stringent collateral and financial performance requirements. In addition to having hard 
collateral, potential borrowers are required to prove their company’s financial health through robust past 
performance data and a sound business plan that instills sufficient confidence in a company’s ability to 
repay the loan. Most small businesses, and female owners in particular, indicated that they struggle to 
meet these requirements, which is likely to be a combination of lacking sufficient hard capital and less 
time to develop a robust business plan. As a result, women overwhelmingly go for short-term loans.

Loan Quality
Most loans to small and medium-sized businesses are classified as standard loans—that is, borrowers 
are meeting their obligations and loans are expected to be repaid in full. This is the case for 98.14% of 
loans to women-owned businesses and 96.84% of total SME loans, and it is remarkable considering that 
these data were collected during the COVID-19 pandemic (Table 9). Nonperforming loan (NPL) ratios 
are all smaller than the 3% benchmark,36 although a significant 1.70% of loans have been outstanding for 
over a year and, hence, are classified as losses.

36 According to SBV Circular No. 52/2018/TT-NHNN dated 31 December 2018 prescribing the credit rating of credit 
institutions and foreign bank branches and SBV Document No. 6561/NHNN-TTGSNH dated 14 September 2021 to credit 
institutions on some problems in credit activity. 

Figure 14: Loans by Duration and Loan Use Purpose
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Table 9: Classification and Share of Small and Medium-Sized Enterprise and  
Women-Owned Small and Medium-Sized Enterprise Loans by 31 December 2020

SMEs (%) WSMEs (%)

Standard loans 96.95 98.11

Special mention 0.98 1.19

Substandard 0.16 0.07

Doubtful 0.25 0.21

Loss 1.65 0.41

SMEs = small and medium-sized enterprises, WSMEs = women-owned small and medium-sized enterprises.

Source: Authors’ compilation from banks’ survey data.

The credit quality of women-owned businesses is strong and their NPL ratio is considerably lower 
than that for SMEs overall, particularly for the loans classified as losses. This is line with international 
experience, which shows consistently stronger repayment rates for women entrepreneurs. It was also 
confirmed in interviews with bank managers, who see women as conscientious business owners and 
conservative borrowers, careful not to borrow unless they are sure they can pay it back. Together with the 
size of the market, this is the main reason why some banks view the women SME segment as an attractive 
opportunity and are investing in it. It is also a strong incentive for banks to standardize collection of 
gender-disaggregated data as part of their loan appraisal and monitoring processes.

This study found that some banks view the average women-led SME as more trustworthy and less risky 
than men-led companies, a fact supported by IFC research pointing to a consistently lower NPL ratio 
for women-led SMEs.37 However, most banks treat women- and men-owned SMEs equally, which is 
reflected in only five banks having a dedicated strategy for women entrepreneurs and/or collecting 
gender-disaggregated data.

“I think that women owners usually are more risk-conscious than men. Therefore, when they run their own 
business, I usually consider women-owned SMEs have lower risk than men-owned SMEs.”

– Interview with bank officer

Loan Collateral
Real estate is the preferred collateral when lending to small businesses. Banks typically assess 
SME loan applications based on the 6C model (capacity, character, cash, collateral, conditions, control). 
While all factors are relevant in shaping a bank’s decision to lend or not to lend, the quality of collateral 
is particularly important as it secures the loan in case borrowers fail to repay. Hard collateral, such as real 
estate, is the preferred collateral type (the first choice) for nearly 70% of banks in Viet Nam. Movable 
assets, such as machinery, equipment, and inventory, are the first or second choice of collateral for 55% 
of banks (Figure 15).

All banks apply trust collateral to some extent, but often only for borrowers with a particularly strong 
credit rating and for short-term borrowing. VPBank is the only financial institution that seems to have 

37 IFC Research Survey, 2017–2021. Data in period 2017-2019 of IFC surveys showed that WSMEs NPLs are always lower than 
SMEs. Specifically, NPLs for WSMEs are 3.7%, 3.3%, 3.7% in 3 consecutive years, compared to 4.3%, 4.2% & 5.0% of SMEs. Source:  
h t t p s : / / w w w. i f c . o r g / w p s / w c m /c o n n e c t / 7 7 0 d b 5 2 a - 5 e 6 6 - 4 5 a c - a b 6 3 - 4 9 b e 5 6 9 0 8 b a b / I F C _ B O W _
NPL+BusinessCaseUpdate+3_CY19_FINAL.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=ntev7hc.

https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/770db52a-5e66-45ac-ab63-49be56908bab/IFC_BOW_NPL+BusinessCaseUpdate+3_CY19_FINAL.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=ntev7hc
https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/770db52a-5e66-45ac-ab63-49be56908bab/IFC_BOW_NPL+BusinessCaseUpdate+3_CY19_FINAL.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=ntev7hc
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instituted the use of trust collateral for all small loans under D5 billion38 ($213,675).39 Some financial 
institutions lend using probability of default methods under Basel II, so customers do not need to 
provide hard collateral. Most banks question the accuracy of financial information provided by SMEs 
applying for credit and, hence, prefer tangible assets to secure loans. Other banks indicated that they 
accept receivables as collateral if SMEs are contracted to supply to well-known corporates, such 
as large international supermarkets. This study found that banks are reluctant to use cashflow-based 
lending because either they do not trust cashflow statements or have experienced cases of fraudulent 
statements (fake projects) or fake supplier contracts, and because few SMEs supply regularly to large 
and well-known companies (see quotes from bank officers).

For lending to SMEs, banks are typically stricter in requiring hard collateral than for loans to high-net- 
worth individuals or big corporations. The main reasons are as follows: (i) other types of collateral do not 
have psychological pressure on borrowers; (ii) the credit rating systems were initially developed within 
banks to support the process of credit appraisal from the perspective of typically male-led SMEs, which 
are more likely to be in possession of and have control over hard collateral, and the assumptions building 
the credit appraisal have not yet been revised to include the conditions on which smaller women-owned 
SMEs operate; and (iii) banks still prefer larger volume transactions and well-known companies with an 
established reputation, which SMEs usually do not have.

The most common reason for declining a SME loan application is poor loan documentation, including 
incomplete or inaccurate financial statements and unclear business plans or business plans deemed 

38 VPBank. Unsecured Loans for Small and Medium Businesses. 
39 Exchange rate: $1 = D23,400 as of 30 September 2022, as per SBV Central Rate of VND versus USD. 

Figure 15: Main Choices of Loan Collateral Accepted by Banks  
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unrealistic. All banks have declined loans for this reason. The next most common reasons are limited 
capacity in running a business (93%) and insufficient collateral (89%) (Figure 16). These issues were 
mentioned repeatedly both by banks and by women-led enterprises, which list capacity of SMEs and 
value of collateral as the top challenges to accessing bank loans, in line with findings from previous market 
studies.40 It is interesting to note that banks cited the same reasons for declining loan applications for all 
SMEs, whether women- or men-owned.

Small businesses often struggle to demonstrate their financial health and growth prospects. They usually 
do not have the right documentation, such as externally audited financial statements, a sound history of 
profitability, and a solid reputation in their market. This makes it harder for them to access bank loans. 
Many small businesses have grown out of household businesses and have limited management and 
accounting skills. However, some bank officers also link the lack of transparency and proper accounting 
standards in preparing financial statements to owners’ desire to underreport their profit and limit their 
tax burden.

“Transparency in the financial statements of SMEs is often not high, largely because SMEs do not hire 
professional external auditors; many of them report financial results as the cash-in cash-out list or reduce sales 
volume to avoid tax. Some firms even have two types of financial statements at the same time, one for owners 
and the other for tax departments.”

“The financial management skills of SME business executives are usually low, mostly because they do not have 
business or corporate finance management training and some of them have a low level of education. Besides, 
some owners run their companies as a household business.”

“SMEs have usually not been operating for long, have low equity capital and limited skills and experience in 
running a business. Therefore, if there are changes in market conditions, new competitors, or new government 
regulations, they might have difficulties adjusting without business disruptions.”

 – Views of bank officers on lending to SMEs

Similarly, small businesses, and particularly women-led companies, usually lack the hard collateral 
requested by banks. Even if they own real estate, its value may not be sufficient to secure the loan. For 
movable assets, the challenge is whether they are liquid enough and can be sold quickly at a reasonable 
value, should the need arise.

Banks rely on in-house credit officers rather than external evaluators to assess the value of borrowers’ 
collateral, and different banks use different metrics in valuing mortgaged real estate. As a result, the 
same asset can be valued differently by different credit officers. Typically, banks will value an asset at 
70%–80% of its market value or based on government’s recommended price benchmarks. However, 
as government benchmarks are usually low and not adjusted frequently enough to reflect true market 
prices, collateral assets are usually undervalued.41

40 ADB. 2014. Gender Toolkit: Micro, Small, and Medium-Sized Enterprise Finance and Development. Manila; 
 World Bank. 2014. Growing Women-Led Enterprises in the Mekong: Testing a Methodology for Accelerating Growth. 
Washington, DC: World Bank; VWEC. 2018. Report on Needs Assessment of Women-Owned Small and Medium-Sized 
Enterprises in Vietnam. Ha Noi: Vietnam Women’s Entrepreneurs Council; UN Women. 2020. The Study: A Review of the 
Implementation of Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) Support Legislation and the Capacity Building Needs and Training 
Services for Women-Owned SMEs and Women Entrepreneurs in Vietnam. Ha Noi: UN Women; AFI. 2021. A Policy Framework 
for Women-Led MSME Access to Finance. AFI.

41 Ngo Hoai Nam. 2021. Problems in Real Estate Evaluation of Vietnamese Commercial Banks and Proposed Solutions. 
Commerce and Industry Journal. 19 September. 

https://tapchicongthuong.vn/bai-viet/nhung-han-che-trong-dinh-gia-bat-dong-san-the-chap-tai-cac-ngan-hang-thuong-mai-va-giai-phap-khac-phuc-83733.htm
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“The fixed assets of the enterprise can be high, but the issue is the lack of legal documents as a basis for valuing 
and mortgaging loan collateral. Machinery or equipment is often specialized and has low liquidity. In addition, 
real estate is usually rented land with annual payment, not eligible for mortgage as loan collateral. Shareholders 
or investors are typically hesitant to use personal assets to secure loans for SMEs.”

– Assessment of bank on hard collateral for SMEs/women-owned SMEs

Banks’ Participation in Support Programs for Women-Owned Small  
and Medium-Sized Enterprises
Most banks are aware of the regulations in support of WSMEs, such as those encouraging credit to 
SMEs and giving priority to companies owned by women or employing a higher share of women, but few 
banks have implemented them. Policies and regulations are not mandatory and do not provide specific 
incentives for banks. Also, as indicated earlier, most financial institutions have not recognized the business 
case of the women’s market and do not have a dedicated strategy to serve women entrepreneurs.

Five banks have launched specific strategies to serve women-led companies, but not all of them have 
specific dedicated products and services, such as preferential lending interest rates, fee and commission 
reductions, promotions or gifts for special occasions, free training, and capacity-building services.

“My bank moved from focusing on wholesale market to retail market since 2008, and we found out the retail 
market to have high potential. Within this market, SMEs are various, including many good firms and some 
unstable/bad firms. Therefore, we are still exploring the SME market segment as a whole, not separately 
for WSMEs.”

“My bank realizes that this market segment has potential for exploration, but more on social responsibility 
than for profit. In serving SMEs segment, we still treat men and women-owned SMEs equally.”

Figure 16: Principal Reasons for Declining a Loan Application
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“My boss wanted us to estimate the profitability and potential lending volume to this segment before developing 
new products or issuing new policies for women-owned SMEs. However, we have not done that, and we did not 
see similar cost-benefit analysis in the market.”

“SME development has been a key strategy of VietinBank in recent years and continues to be part of the medium-
term strategy for 2021–2023, in which VietinBank devotes a lot of resources to support and give incentives 
to SMEs. VietinBank has streamlined internal banking procedures to shorten processing time for appraising 
enterprises and provides comprehensive financial solution packages suitable to specific industries, fields, and 
business area of enterprises. Along with that is a combo of preferential policies on lending interest rates, deposit 
interest rates, service fees, exchange rates…Particularly, we have promotion campaigns for corporate customers 
who are female-owned or operated by women and related female individuals of the business. It includes many 
incentives according to product and service groups such as credit, demand deposit account services, cash flow 
management, trade finance, e-banking services, and insurance.”

- Perceptions of bank officers on the women-owned SME segment

In addition to regulations to support women-led businesses, there are various support programs by the 
government, nongovernment organizations, international organizations, mass organizations,42 funds, 
and local government agencies. About half of commercial banks are aware of support programs run by 
either the government or international organizations, but they are less aware of the others. Also, very few 
banks indicate that they know any of these programs well.

Several banks are partnering with international organizations on programs to support women-led 
companies and a couple are participating in government-run programs. Banks appreciate that such 
support programs encourage and guide financial institutions in developing strategies to enter the 
women-owned SME market and engage government agencies at central and local levels to promote 
policies and mechanisms to support the growth of women-owned SMEs. On the other hand, banks 
indicated that some support programs have limited financial resources and a narrow mandate, with 
difficult disbursement conditions and reporting requirements, and can be difficult to access.

2.3 Findings from Credit Policy Review

SMEs are one of the government’s priority areas, especially in terms of access to finance. Within the 
small business sector, the government has recognized the importance of strengthening women-owned 
enterprises through specific targets and support programs. The National Strategy on Gender Equality 
for 2011–2020 set a target to increase the proportion of women-owned SMEs to at least 35% by 2020.

Legislation on SMEs is relatively new in Viet Nam. For the first time, the 2018 SME Support Law set 
out specific support measures for SMEs and provided guidelines on the responsibilities of authorities 
and organizations involved. The SME Support Law includes 15 types of support measures for SMEs, 
including on access to credit, credit guarantee funds for SMEs, tax and accounting regimes, production 
areas, technologies, assistance for incubators, technical establishments and coworking space, expansion 
into markets, access to information, consultancy and legal issues, and developing human resources. It 
also included support to convert household businesses into SMEs, for start-ups, and to join business 
clusters and selected value chains.

42 Vietnam Women’s Union (VWU), the Vietnam Farmers’ Union, Vietnam Youth Union, and Vietnam’s War Veteran 
Association.
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The SME Support Law also introduced a definition of WSMEs43 for the first time in Viet Nam. And, while 
most regulations are gender-neutral and do not include gender factors in policy implementation, article 
5 gives priority to women-owned SMEs and businesses employing more women in accessing assistance 
programs. Similarly, Project 939 (“Supporting women in entrepreneurship for the period 2017–2025”) 
sets out ambitious goals for women-owned businesses, such as supporting 20,000 women start-ups and 
providing 100,000 newly established women’s businesses with capacity-building by 2025, prioritizing 
women from vulnerable groups (low-income, persons with disabilities, ethnic minorities). In the National 
Strategy on Gender Equality,44 there is a target to increase the percentage of female directors and/or 
owners of enterprises and cooperatives to at least 27% by 2025 and 30% by 2030.

Policies and programs for SMEs focus on supporting enterprises to access credit through preferential 
measures, such as credit guarantees, interest rate ceilings, management support, and others. The 
following is an overview of the key mechanisms used to promote the development of and access to 
finance for SMEs; whenever programs are specifically targeting women-owned SMEs, the report indicates 
this. It should be noted that these programs are mostly unfunded and, hence, carry little incentive for 
commercial banks, which have full discretion in implementing these measures.

Easier access to loans from credit institutions. The Central Bank has directed credit institutions 
to simplify loan procedures for SMEs for production and business purposes.45 The Banking–Business 
Connection Program was created in 2014 to provide a forum in which bank and businesses can discuss 
experiences and challenges related to accessing bank loans and try to find workable solutions. It has 
been implemented with the participation of respective local authorities, branches of credit institutions, 
and businesses, according to the program framework coordinated by SBV and Provincial People’s 
Committees.

Use of flexible collateral requirements. Regulations allow for the use of different kinds of assets as 
security for bank loans and essentially leave it to SMEs and banks to negotiate on appropriate collateral 
for each transaction,46 provided that the basic conditions of the Civil Code are met.47 Companies can 
provide the following assets: pledges of movable assets, property mortgages, deposits, escrow deposits, 
retention of ownership, guarantees, or trust collateral (fidelity guarantee). The government has also set 
preferential collateral requirements for SMEs operating in priority productive sectors and in rural areas, 
such as the possibility of accessing unsecured collateral for loans up to a certain value.48 The section on 
loan collateral used by banks interviewed in this study provides more information on the type of security 
commonly required by Viet Nam’s main banks, as detailed in the following.

43 “Women-owned SME” means an SME in which a woman owns at least 51% of its charter capital and at least a woman is the 
manager or executive director of this enterprise.

44 Resolution No. 28/NQ-CP dated 3 March 2021.
45 SBV Directive No. 6627/NHNN-TD dated 4 September 2018.
46 As per Decree No. 21/2021/ND-CP dated 19 March 2021 on elaborating the Civil Code regarding security for fulfillment of 

obligations, article 8.
47 Collateral must be owned by the debtor, except in cases of retention of title and lien on the property; existing property or 

future property may be generally describable, but must be identifiable.
48 Based on Decree No. 55/2015/ND-CP and Decree No. 116/2018/ND-CP): (i) credit institutions are considered for loans to 

customers on a secured or unsecured basis; (ii) loan amount in case of unsecured assets is from D50 million ($2,140) to a 
maximum of D3 billion ($0.13 million) depending on the type of borrower’s activities; (iii) customers that are enterprises, 
cooperatives, unions of cooperatives, and hi-tech agricultural enterprises can be considered for unsecured loans up to 
70%–80% of the planned value of manufacturing business; (iv) enterprises that have not yet been granted the certificate of 
hi-tech agricultural enterprises, but have projects and plans for production and business with high technology application 
in agriculture that are not located in hi-tech agricultural zones or in rural areas. High-tech application enterprises may be 
considered for unsecured loans by credit institutions, up to 70% of the value of the project or plan.
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As SMEs’ ability to negotiate with banks on collateral is limited, some SBV policies encourage banks 
to provide trust collateral. Trust collateral is not officially defined by law, but is widely understood as a 
“fidelity guarantee” or a guarantee from a third party—one of the types of securities allowed under the 
Civil Code. This is particularly relevant for women-owned SMEs because women have less access to 
security assets typically preferred by banks, such as land and real estate. By prioritizing alternative types 
of collateral, women-owned SMEs will likely be in a better position to meet collateral requirements.

Credit relief measures owing to the COVID-19 pandemic. In case of force majeure, SMEs operating 
in priority sectors and experiencing financial difficulties may be considered for debt restructuring to 
prevent business disruptions (debt freeze, new payment schedule, reduction in interest rate, and/or new 
loans). Government agencies have developed several emergency assistance programs to help businesses 

Figure 17: Small and Medium-Sized Enterprise and Women-Owned Small  
and Medium-Sized Enterprise Regulations Related to Credit
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navigate COVID-19-related financial stress through debt restructuring and facilitated borrowing.49  
By the end of July 2022, COVID-19 relief measures had made it possible to:50

(i) restructure loans amounting to over D722 trillion ($31.16 billion) for over 1.1 million customers; 
and

(ii) exempt and reduce interest for about D92.4 trillion ($3.99 billion) in debt for more than 
565,000 customers.

Access to preferential borrowing rates. SMEs are one of five priority groups to enjoy preferential 
interest rates for credit granted at credit institutions. The ceiling on short-term lending interest rates for 
priority sectors is 1%–1.5% lower than for other sectors. From the beginning of 2020, SBV has adjusted 
down the ceiling rate three times for a total reduction of 1.5% per year to help reduce borrowing costs for 
businesses and individuals (currently 4.5% per year).51

By the end of December 2021, outstanding loans to SMEs had reached D20.1 trillion ($868.4 million),52 
an increase of 11% compared with the end of 2020.53 Implementing Resolution 63/NQ-CP, 16 banks, 
accounting for 75% of the total outstanding debt of the economy, agreed to reduce lending interest 
rates up to 1% per year on existing outstanding loans in Viet Nam dong in the last 5 months of 2021 for 
customers affected by COVID-19 (footnote 53).

On 20 May 2022, the government issued Decree No. 30/2022/ND-CP on interest subsidies provided in 
the state budget for loans to enterprises, cooperatives, and household businesses.54 The rate of interest 
subsidies will be 2% per year of the outstanding debt. At the end of each interest payment period, 
commercial banks will offset interest rate subsidies against borrower’s loan interest in accordance 
with SBV guidelines. The total budget for this support is D40,000 billion55 ($1.73 billion).56 However, 
implementation of this support package is stagnant owing to difficulties in selecting clients and areas of 
support.57

Specific products and services for women-owned small and medium-sized enterprises. A 2016 
joint program between SBV, the VWU, the Vietnam Farmers’ Union, and credit institutions has created 

49 The SBV issued Circular No. 01/2020/TT-NHNN dated 13 March 2020 on debt restructuring, exemption or reduction of 
interest and fees, and retention of debt category to assist borrowers affected by Covid-19 pandemic; Circular No. 03/2021/
TT-NHNN dated 2 April 2021 amending and supplementing Circular 01; and Circular No. 14/2021/TT-NHNN dated 7 
September 2021 amending and supplementing Circular 01. SBV issued guiding documents  Circular No. 05/2020/TT-
NHNN dated 7 May 2020; Circular No. 12/2020/TT-NHNN dated 11 November 2020 on refinancing; Decision No. 9251/
QD-NHNN dated 13 May 2020 on refinancing; and Circular No. 10/2021/TT-NHNN dated 21 July 2021 on refinancing 
loans granted to VBSP under Prime Minister’s Decision No. 23/2021/QD-TTg dated 7 July 2021 of the Prime Minister on 
implementation of certain polices to support employees and employers experiencing business and labour difficulties caused 
by the COVID-19 pandemic

50 Exchange rate: $1 = D23,176 as of 30 July 2022, as per SBV Central Rate of VND versus USD. Source: https://dangcongsan.
vn/lanh-dao-dang-nha-nuoc/tiep-tuc-phat-huy-vai-tro-quan-trong-cua-he-thong-ngan-hang-doi-voi-nen-kinh-
te-622096.html.

51 As per SBV Decision No. 1730/QD-NHNN dated 30 September 2020 on maximum interest rates for short-term lending in 
Viet Nam dong of credit institutions and branches of foreign banks applicable to borrowers for financing of economic fields 
and sectors as specified in Circular No. 39/2016/TT-NHNN dated 30 December 2016. 

52 Exchange rate: $1 = D23,176 as of 30 July 2022, as per SBV Central Rate of VND versus USD. 
53 SBV. 2022. Report on Results of Credit Support to SMEs. Internal Report.
54 This decree prescribes interest subsidies for loans granted by commercial banks in Viet Nam dong for borrowers that are 

enterprises, cooperatives, and household businesses in accordance with Resolution No. 43/2022/QH15 dated 11 January 
2022 of the National Assembly and Resolution No. 11/NQ-CP dated 30 January 2022 of the government.

55 Exchange rate: $1 = D23,176 as of 30 July 2022, as per SBV Central Rate of VND versus USD.
56 https://vneconomy.vn/goi-ho-tro-lai-suat-2-chiec-phao-vang-chi-danh-cho-nguoi-khoe.html.
57 Dautu. 2022. Disbursement of 2% Interest Rate Support Package: Both Banks and Customers Complain. 25 August. 

https://www.sbv.gov.vn/TyGia/faces/Aiber.jspx?_afrLoop=1924123262128100&_afrWindowMode=0&_adf.ctrl-state=dusx2hww_4
https://dangcongsan.vn/lanh-dao-dang-nha-nuoc/tiep-tuc-phat-huy-vai-tro-quan-trong-cua-he-thong-ngan-hang-doi-voi-nen-kinh-te-622096.html
https://dangcongsan.vn/lanh-dao-dang-nha-nuoc/tiep-tuc-phat-huy-vai-tro-quan-trong-cua-he-thong-ngan-hang-doi-voi-nen-kinh-te-622096.html
https://dangcongsan.vn/lanh-dao-dang-nha-nuoc/tiep-tuc-phat-huy-vai-tro-quan-trong-cua-he-thong-ngan-hang-doi-voi-nen-kinh-te-622096.html
https://www.sbv.gov.vn/TyGia/faces/Aiber.jspx?_afrLoop=1924123262128100&_afrWindowMode=0&_adf.ctrl-state=dusx2hww_4
https://www.sbv.gov.vn/TyGia/faces/Aiber.jspx?_afrLoop=1926508858123100&_afrWindowMode=0&_adf.ctrl-state=17039umgcy_4
https://vneconomy.vn/goi-ho-tro-lai-suat-2-chiec-phao-vang-chi-danh-cho-nguoi-khoe.htm
https://baodautu.vn/giai-ngan-goi-ho-tro-lai-suat-2-ca-ngan-hang-lan-khach-hang-deu-than-vuong-d172135.html
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a cooperation framework to implement programs aimed at supporting access to capital and financial 
skills for VWU members.58 In 2016–2020, Agribank signed 870 cooperation agreements with women’s 
unions and in collaboration with more than 11,000 lending institutions and programs.

Some financial institutions have launched dedicated lending programs for women-owned enterprises. 
VPBank offers a credit package for women-owned enterprises with a loan limit of up to D20 billion 
($0.86 million) per enterprise with preferential interest rates, international credit cards for female 
business customers with a maximum limit of D4 billion ($172,860) with secured assets, and up to D2 
billion ($86,430) for cards without collateral. BIDV implements a D7 trillion ($302,506)59 credit program 
for SMEs, with women-owned SMEs as a priority segment.

Constraints in Implementing Credit Policies to Support Small  
and Medium-Sized Enterprises
The SME Development Fund (SMEDF) and the Credit Guarantee Fund (CGF) are key instruments used 
by the Government of Viet Nam to promote access to finance for SMEs. The SMEDF provides up to 80% 
of the loan amount at interest rates capped below market interest rate, with the borrowing company 
required to contribute 20% of the project cost. The CGF provides credit guarantees to back SME loans 
by commercial banks with funds channeled through provincial funds.

The SMEDF and the CGF are useful policy initiatives, but experience low demand owing to a combination 
of long approval processes; reluctance to accept government-backed guarantees; limited managerial and 
administration capacity related to document appraisal, inspection, and supervision; and low awareness 
of these programs among SMEs. Their small size makes it difficult to acquire sufficient expertise and 
adopt operational changes that could make them more attractive to companies and partnering banks.

The SMEDF, under MPI, can lend to SMEs directly and through commercial banks. By December 2018, 
1,600 SMEs had accessed more than D149 billion ($6.53 million)60 from the fund. With Decree 39/2019/
ND-CP, the fund is allowed to lend directly to SMEs and receive funding and aid from the government 
and other donors. However, the charter capital is D2 trillion ($87.6 million), so the scale is small and, in 
turn, the number of customers, including loan amounts for each project, is relatively small. Additionally, 
the mechanism for handling loan risks is not clear in the fund’s regulations.61 Accessing capital from 
these two funds is difficult and the financial potential of these funds is insufficient to plug the financing 
gap of Viet Nam’s SMEs, estimated to be $6 billion for SMEs overall, and $1.2 billion for women-owned 
SMEs specifically.62 For example, in Thua Thien Hue Province, the SMEDF operates with preferential 
treatment for SMEs, typically offering interest rates 5%–6% lower than those of commercial banks. Yet 
few WSMEs have received SMEDF funding. WSMEs in the province claim this is because of limited 
understanding of the funding process and the perception that applications would likely be rejected.

58 Coordination Program No. 01/CTPH-NHNN-HND-HLHPNVN dated 23 June 2016 was signed by SBV with the VWU, the 
Vietnam Farmers’ Union, and the credit institutions on the basis of implementation of Government’s Decree No. 55/2015/
ND-CP.

59 Exchange rate: $1 = D23,140 as of 29 April 2022, the closing date of in-depth interviews with banks, as per SBV Central Rate 
of VND versus USD.

60 Exchange rate: $1 = D22,825 as of 31 December 2021, as per SBV Central Rate of VND versus USD.
61 Thanh Duy. 2019. Quỹ phát triển doanh nghiệp nhỏ và vừa (SMEDF: Rộng cửa cho bài toán vốn của doanh nghiệp vừa và nhỏ.  

https://baodautu.vn/quy-phat-trien-doanh-nghiep-nho-va-vua-smedf-rong-cua-cho-bai-toan-von-cua-doanh-nghiep-
vua-va-nho-d112973.html; Luong Bang. 2022. Nguồn vốn ưu đãi 2.000 tỷ, cả năm cho vay duy nhất 1 dự án 1,53 tỷ đồng.  
https://vietnamnet.vn/nguon-von-uu-dai-2-000-ty-ca-nam-cho-vay-duy-nhat-1-du-an-1-53-ty-dong-2022369.html.

62 ADB. 2021. Proposed Loan and Administration of Technical Assistance Grant Vietnam International Commercial Joint 
Stock Bank Vietnam International Bank Supporting Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises and Improving Living Conditions 
Project (Viet Nam). Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors.

https://www.sbv.gov.vn/TyGia/faces/Aiber.jspx?_afrLoop=1926508858123100&_afrWindowMode=0&_adf.ctrl-state=17039umgcy_4
https://www.sbv.gov.vn/TyGia/faces/Aiber.jspx?_afrLoop=1926508858123100&_afrWindowMode=0&_adf.ctrl-state=17039umgcy_4
https://www.sbv.gov.vn/TyGia/faces/Aiber.jspx?_afrLoop=1926508858123100&_afrWindowMode=0&_adf.ctrl-state=17039umgcy_4
https://baodautu.vn/quy-phat-trien-doanh-nghiep-nho-va-vua-smedf-rong-cua-cho-bai-toan-von-cua-doanh-nghiep-vua-va-nho-d112973.html
https://baodautu.vn/quy-phat-trien-doanh-nghiep-nho-va-vua-smedf-rong-cua-cho-bai-toan-von-cua-doanh-nghiep-vua-va-nho-d112973.html
https://vietnamnet.vn/nguon-von-uu-dai-2-000-ty-ca-nam-cho-vay-duy-nhat-1-du-an-1-53-ty-dong-2022369.html
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/project-documents/53427/53427-001-rrp-en.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/project-documents/53427/53427-001-rrp-en.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/project-documents/53427/53427-001-rrp-en.pdf
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The CGF for SMEs is underutilized. As of 31 December 2021, Viet Nam had 27 credit guarantee funds 
established and operating, with total funds of D1,799.08 billion ($78.8 million), of which D1,681.39 billion 
($73.7 million) has come from provincial budgets. The total accumulated commitment of guarantees 
reached D4,265.21 billion ($186.9 million) and the outstanding commitment D134.34 billion 
($5.88 million), and debt repayment is estimated at D178 billion ($7.8 million).63

These credit guarantee funds have not yet proven effective in financing the needs of SMEs. Only a few 
funds have achieved scale, including in Ho Chi Minh City and Dong Nai Province. Some funds operated 
erratically and inefficiently for many years, leading to their dissolution. Da Nang and Lang Son Provinces 
have dissolved their credit guarantee funds because of their inefficiencies.64 Quang Nam Guarantee Fund 
had capital of more than D108 billion ($4.6 million) when established in 2016 and yet has received a total 
of only three applications for guarantees. None of the applications met the conditions for issuance. The 
Quang Nam fund has not yet granted credit guarantees to any enterprises and its operating capital has 
been deposited at commercial banks.65 Currently, only a few banks (Agribank, Vietcombank) still have 
loans guaranteed with these funds.66 Both the number of guarantees and the outstanding guaranteed 
amount are on a decline.

The main reasons are as follows: (i) many credit guarantee funds have low capacity in assessing SMEs; 
(ii) they have not promoted their role in supporting businesses; (iii) the current mechanism of guarantee 
includes only two parties (guarantor and guarantee), not the credit institution (beneficiary); (iv) the 
procedures of paying on behalf of SMEs, checking, supervision, loan collection, and others are ineffective; 
(v) cooperation among funds and banks is not efficient, as commercial banks request many tasks and 
responsibilities to be carried out by the funds (footnote 63).

Limited support for women’s entrepreneurship. Government support for women’s entrepreneurship 
has been limited and will have to be increased to reach the targets of 35% female SME ownership set in the 
National Strategy on Gender Equality. The government has offered credit incentives for SMEs. However, 
this is mainly allocated in priority sectors and not specifically targeted toward WSMEs. Similarly, the SME 
Support Law is mostly gender-neutral, and the specific needs of women-owned businesses have not 
been adequately integrated in the programs designed under it.

Challenges in producing the right documentation. SMEs are one of the priority targets for borrowing 
at capped interest rates.67 However, SMEs are eligible for such rates only if they are rated “transparently 
and financially healthy” by the credit institution from which they seek to borrow. Currently, there is no legal 
definition of what amounts to being transparent and financially healthy. It is up to the discretion of the 
credit institution. Most SMEs can provide only unaudited financial statements, often of lower standards 
than what is required by commercial banks. Thus, they are often perceived as being “non-transparent” 
and too risky. As banks have full autonomy over their lending decisions, any company that does not 
meet their requirements and cannot prove that it is “financially healthy” is likely to be denied credit.

63 Ministry of Finance. 2022. Results from in-depth interview and internal reports provided to the interview team. 
64 Pham Xuan Hoe. 2021. Sắp xếp lại quỹ bảo lãnh tín dụng doanh nghiệp nhỏ và vừa https://diendandoanhnghiep.vn/sap-xep-lai-quy-bao-

lanh-tin-dung-doanh-nghiep-nho-va-vua-207913.html; Lai Thi Thanh Hoan. 2022. Giải pháp tăng hiệu quả bảo lãnh tín dụng cho doanh 
nghiệp nhỏ và vừa tại Việt Nam. https://tapchinganhang.gov.vn/giai-phap-tang-hieu-qua-bao-lanh-tin-dung-cho-doanh-nghiep-nho-va-
vua-tai-viet-nam.htm

65 Trịnh Dũng. 2021. Giải thể Quỹ bảo lãnh tín dụng doanh nghiệp nhỏ và vừa: Chậm còn hơn không! Báo Quảng Nam online ngày.  
16 March. 

66 SBV. 2022. Results from in-depth interview and internal reports provided to the interview team. 
67 Article 13, clause 2.c of SBV Circular No. 39/2016/TT-NHNN on lending of credit institutions.

https://diendandoanhnghiep.vn/sap-xep-lai-quy-bao-lanh-tin-dung-doanh-nghiep-nho-va-vua-207913.html
https://diendandoanhnghiep.vn/sap-xep-lai-quy-bao-lanh-tin-dung-doanh-nghiep-nho-va-vua-207913.html
https://tapchinganhang.gov.vn/giai-phap-tang-hieu-qua-bao-lanh-tin-dung-cho-doanh-nghiep-nho-va-vua-tai-viet-nam.htm
https://tapchinganhang.gov.vn/giai-phap-tang-hieu-qua-bao-lanh-tin-dung-cho-doanh-nghiep-nho-va-vua-tai-viet-nam.htm
https://baoquangnam.vn/kinh-te/giai-the-quy-bao-lanh-tin-dung-doanh-nghiep-nho-va-vua-cham-con-hon-khong-109604.html
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Challenges in program coordination and implementation. The Agency for Enterprise Development 
(AED), under MPI, is the main policymaker and regulator for SMEs in Viet Nam. However, many other 
ministries and agencies operate relevant policies and programs, resulting in the need for strong institutional 
coordination. This role should, in principle, be performed by the SME Development Council, but this 
government body has not yet provided effective coordination. The AED, in its role as Secretariat of the 
Council, should also receive adequate human and financial resources to carry out this task. Coordination 
between the national and provincial governments and consultation with the private sector are adequate, 
although some provinces lack the human and financial resources to implement SME support measures.

The Government of Viet Nam releases an annual report that monitors progress on the implementation 
of the SME Law. The government has generally performed well on monitoring policy implementation, 
but less so on formal impact evaluations, and has thus missed opportunities to identify areas for 
improvement and revise initiatives as needed.



3. SELECTED INITIATIVES FOR IMPROVING ACCESS TO FINANCE OF 
WOMEN-OWNED SMALL AND MEDIUM-SIZED ENTERPRISES

The women’s market is severely underserved, and it represents a large opportunity for financial service 
providers. The global finance gap for WSMEs is estimated at $1.5 trillion. If including microenterprises, 
the gap increases to $1.7 trillion.68

The Financial Alliance for Women, a global network of 80 financial institutions in over 135 countries, 
supports institutions that are committed to strengthening the female economy by increasing women’s 
financial access. As a thought leader in the sector, it guides members in designing women-centered 
products, services, and strategies; collects fresh data on banks’ women’s portfolio; and provides an 
opportunity for members to share experiences and learn from each other.

An analysis of portfolio data provided by Financial Alliance for Women members shows that those 
financial service providers with more mature women’s programs, in operation for at least 2 years, perform 
considerably better with female clients. Specifically, the analysis shows (i) a higher share of female 
customers (40% compared with 34% for banks with newer programs); (ii) higher credit portfolios to 
women (28% compared with 21%) and deposits from women (32% compared with 29%); (iii) lower risk 
ratios (2.6% share of NPLs compared with 3.1% for those with newer programs); and (iv) higher levels of 
female leadership internally (19% of board seats and 25% of senior management roles held by women 
compared with 13% and 22%, respectively, for banks with newer programs).69

In the public sector, the Alliance for Financial Inclusion (AFI) has been instrumental in garnering 
commitment and guiding central banks and financial sector regulators toward improving the financial 
inclusion of women in general and women entrepreneurs in particular. The 2016 Denarau Action Plan 
identifies measures that AFI members can take to increase the number of women with access to financial 
services and narrow the financial inclusion gender gap.70 The Action Plan promotes the development 
and implementation of policies and regulations to increase usage, quality, and affordability of financial 
services; an enabling environment that accelerates women’s inclusion; and the importance of measuring 
and evaluating progress. Within the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, Cambodia, Malaysia, the 
Philippines, and Thailand are AFI members, while Viet Nam and others are yet to join.

The following are selected examples of financial institutions—central banks and private banks—that have 
launched specific initiatives to expand women entrepreneurs’ access to financial services, including tailored 
lending products, the provision of nonfinancial services, and data disaggregation and collection efforts.

68 The Financial Alliance for Women. https://financialallianceforwomen.org/.
69 Financial Alliance for Women. 2019. Global Business Case Tool for Financial Services Providers. 
70 The Denarau Action Plan is a 10-point plan that aims to boost women’s access to quality and affordable financial 

services globally. It emphasizes the importance of measuring and evaluating progress and fosters strong partnerships and 
collaboration with financial service providers to drive private sector leadership. Among its commitments, members aim to 
halve the financial inclusion gender gap across their jurisdictions by 2021.

https://financialallianceforwomen.org/
https://financialallianceforwomen.org/download/womens-market-business-case-tool/
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Table 10: Initiatives from Financial Institutions

Commercial Banks
Viet Nam
Uncollateralized 
Lending

VPBank, Mastercard, CARE International, the Women’s Initiative for Startups and Entrepreneurship 
(WISE), and fintech company Canal Circle joined forces to launch the Ignite initiative in October 
2020. This supports better access to capital for women entrepreneurs so they can grow. The project 
focuses on growth-oriented entrepreneurs with employees who have been in business for at least 2 
years and is planning to accelerate 50,000 enterprises in the first 3 years, at least 70% of whom will 
be women-owned.a

VPBank provides tailor-made financial and nonfinancial products and services for MSMEs focused 
on women. This includes a portal for micro and small enterprises with diagnostic tools, video 
trainings, and consumer education on their portfolio of women’s products. WISE, the leading 
organization supporting women’s entrepreneurship in Viet Nam and the Mekong Region, with a 
community of 11,000 women entrepreneurs, delivers capacity-building, mentoring, and access to 
entrepreneurial networks. Canal Circle is a fintech offering digital solutions, connected to a network 
of 10 microfinance institutions and 100,000 clients. It will deliver outreach campaigns promoting 
digital solutions and adapted products and services for women-led enterprises.

Results as of May 2022: Almost 1 million Vietnamese entrepreneurs reached; 50,000 deeply 
supported entrepreneurs; >70% women supported.

United States
Nonfinancial 
Services
Tailored Lending

Launched in 2014, the Capital Program, led by Bank of America and the Tory Burch Foundation. was 
designed to help connect women business owners to affordable loans to grow their businesses. 

Bank of America works with community-based financial institutions, which provide credit and other 
financial services to eligible women entrepreneurs. The Tory Burch Foundation supports women 
business owners in the fields of tax and accounting, construction, fashion, auto mechanics, food 
service, and health and beauty and connects them to financial service providers. Applicants need to 
be operating for at least 2 years, be generating revenues, and have a satisfactory credit rating.

As of April 2022, the Tory Burch Capital Program has distributed more than $75 million in loans to 
nearly 4,800 women entrepreneurs.

United Kingdom
Lending
Nonfinancial 
Services

NatWest has supported women-owned businesses through a range of initiatives over the years.

In 2015, NatWest launched the Entrepreneur Accelerator Program to provide women with tailored 
support and business and build their trust with the bank. Women in Business works with 1,000 
specialists across the United Kingdom (UK) to deliver these programs. Three years after its launch, 
female entrepreneurs made up over 40% of the 4,000 start-ups and high-growth businesses 
supported by the bank.

In 2019, NatWest launched Back Her Business in partnership with Crowdfunder to help more 
women fund their businesses in the early stages. Crowdfunder provides infrastructure and access to 
its wider network of partners and entrepreneurs, with the bank acting as a connector and enabler. 
Though most of the funding comes from “the crowd,” the bank provides top-up in funding of £1 
million per annum and will be offering up to 50% of an individual’s fundraising target (capped 
at £5,000) for certain successful projects. NatWest also offers bespoke training and coaching, 
networking opportunities, and local events to showcase role models to inspire the next generation of 
entrepreneurs and guide them on their journey. In its first year, the program backed 152 ventures.

In 2020–2021, NatWest committed £2 billion in funding to support female-led businesses in the 
UK recover from the impact of COVID-19.

In 2022, NatWest launched a partnership with Meta, Facebook’s parent company, to offer financial 
readiness training and other support to female business owners. This is available to all women 
entrepreneurs as part of Facebook’s #SheMeansBusiness program, which provides digital skills 
training and opportunities to expand business connections and networks. 

Continued on next page

https://vietnamtimes.org.vn/covid-19-800-female-house-cleaners-received-usd-70000-financial-support-21346.html&dm=52ca6bcf3eb95248dccf2370722a393e&utime=MjAyMDEwMjkxNTE5MDY=
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Commercial Banks
Australia
Nonfinancial 
Services
Gender Diversity 
and Inclusion at 
Firm Level

Westpac, Australia’s oldest bank, has been supporting women-owned businesses since the 
early 2000s with its Women’s Markets Unit to provide women with education, information, and 
networking opportunities. In 2008, Westpac created Ruby Connection, a dedicated networking and 
peer support platform for female business owners.

Westpac has a strong gender diversity and inclusion strategy, which focuses on gender equality 
in leadership and supporting parents in the workplace through a variety of policies, such as paid 
parental leave and flexible working, and a range of development programs to support women in 
their career advancement. Since 2017, Westpac has reached its target of 50% female leadership. 
Additional targets are at least 40% women at senior executive level; at least 40% women on their 
board of directors; maintain no less than 50% women in their workforce generally. 

Türkiye
Non-Collateralized 
Lending Products

In 2015, Türk Ekonomi Bankası (TEB) (BNP Paribas’ subsidiary) launched its Women Banking 
program, with support from the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development. This provides 
women entrepreneurs with better access to finance, information, markets, mentoring, and coaching.

The bank introduced collateral-free loans for women operating businesses for up to 3 years, 
collateral-free credit guarantee fund loans for businesses in operation for up to 5 years, and the 
option of using gold as collateral for other loans.

By end of 2021, TEB’s loans to businesses created by women had reached Turkish lira (TRY)1.95 
billion ($146 million),71 an increase of 33% compared with 2020.

Cambodia
Nonfinancial 
Services
Tailored Lending 
Products

BRED Bank, a subsidiary of French bank Banque Populaire, received a $2 million guarantee to 
increase financing to women-owned SMEs by Proparco, a French development finance institution. 
The bank also runs the Shine program, which supports women entrepreneurs mostly through 
nonfinancial services, such as business training, events to provide access to information and 
networks, and awards.b The program was designed after BRED Bank carried out a market study to 
understand specific needs of women-owned businesses in 2018, in partnership with the IFC.

SME Bank, a state-owned commercial bank licensed in 2020, runs the Cambodia Women 
Entrepreneurs Scheme, a COVID-19 recovery program to support women-owned SMEs through 
loans at preferential rates. Registered businesses can borrow at 6.5% per annum (lower than market 
interest rates) and benefit from deferred payment and longer repayment terms.b

Lao People’s 
Democratic 
Republic
Uncollateralized 
Lending
Nonfinancial 
services

The Lao People’s Democratic Republic’s Banque Franco-Lao was created in 2008 as a joint 
venture of French bank BRED Banque Populaire and leading Lao bank, BCEL. In 2015, the bank 
launched a financing facility for SMEs, with 50% risk. In 2016, the bank launched the Women’s 
Market Program with the aim of expanding access to finance for women entrepreneurs through a 
combination of financial and nonfinancial services. Through this facility, the bank has been able to 
or reduce collateral requirements for women-owned businesses and provide collateral-free loans 
to eligible women entrepreneurs, on a case-by-case basis. Nonfinancial services include sharing 
stories and experiences of successful businesswomen in the country; mentoring, workshop, and 
community; and educational resources for women entrepreneurs.c 

71  13.3410 TRY/$, Central Bank of Turkey, Bülten No: 2021/246.

Continued on next page
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Commercial Banks
Malaysia
Alternative Credit 
Risk Assessment 
to Support 
Uncollateralized 
Lending

GFI Fintech is a data analytic tech company that specializes in profiling technology for the financial 
industry. The company was incorporated in 2018 in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.

It uses an alternative credit risk assessment system called GFI, which predicts the creditworthiness 
of a person based on psychographic variables. GFI uses machine learning, artificial intelligence, 
behavioral science, and psychometrics to predict whether a person will default on a financing.

GFI uses more than 100 data points to quantify a borrower’s ability and willingness to pay. It 
measures character and behavioral traits that define entrepreneurial potential, as well as financial 
decision-making and compliance. GFI enables lenders to offer appropriately priced credit to 
entrepreneurs and consumers without requiring a recorded financial history.d The tool is fast and 
simple: borrowers answer a 5-minute questionnaire.

Women represent 60% of GFI’s staff and make up 40% percent of GFI test-takers. GFI aims to assist 
all women—entrepreneurs, business owners, employed women, and women at home.

The total financing amount disbursed by GFI using artificial intelligence and advanced analytics is 
Malaysian ringgit (MYR)1 billion ($240 million).72 

Philippines
Flexible Collateral 

The Development Bank of the Philippines launched Inclusive Lending for Aspiring Women, a 
business loan program to support women entrepreneurs to scale up, in 2015. As part of this program, 
businesses with female ownership and leadership are eligible for simplified lending procedures and 
requirements, which includes a flexible collateral policy and customized repayment schedules.e

Central Banks

Bangladesh
Uncollateralized 
Lending

The central bank, Bangladesh Bank, has created the SME & Special Program Department to support 
SME financial inclusion. As part of this, it requires financial institutions under its jurisdiction to 
establish Women Entrepreneurs’ Dedicated Desks staffed by women officers. It also requires at least 
15% of refinanced funds given to its financial institutions to go to women entrepreneurs at not more 
than 10% annual interest rates. The central bank allows its financial institutions to provide up to 
$30,000 loans based solely on personal guarantees. The central bank is now working on building its 
capacity to collect gender-disaggregated data from its financial institutions so that it can effectively 
monitor the implementation of its women-led SME policies. 

Egypt
Gender-
Disaggregated Data

The Central Bank of Egypt has issued guidelines to its banks to collect and report gender-
disaggregated data with the aim of tracking the progress of women’s financial inclusion and to map 
the demand- and supply-side data that cover both households and micro-businesses as well as 
SMEs in general. The bank has unified the definition of women-owned businesses and issued new 
mobile banking regulations. It has also launched a microfinance initiative that serves the unbanked 
and underbanked in Egypt with a special focus on women. The central bank has started a mortgage 
finance initiative targeting low and middle-income beneficiaries. 

Chile
Gender-
Disaggregated Data

Chile’s Superintendancy of Banks and Financial Institutions initially started reviewing credit registry 
data on borrowers with gender-coded national identification numbers. A few years afterward, it 
requested gender-disaggregated savings data directly from financial institutions.

a H. Nguyen. 2020. Ignite Initiative to Support over 50,000 Women Entrepreneurs in Vietnam. Vietnam Times. 29 October.
b  Financial Alliance for Women. About BRED Bank Cambodia; Proparco. Supporting Women’s Entrepreneurship in Cambodia. 

Cambodian Women Entrepreneurs Scheme.
c IFC. 2018. Banks’ Offerings Back Women Entrepreneurs in Lao PDR. Washington, DC: IFC.
d GFI. Securing Your Lending Decisions.
e  Inclusive Lending for Aspiring Women brochure; Women’s Business Council. 2015. DBP and WomenBizPH Launch ILAW Loan 

Program. Women’s Business Council.

Source: Compiled by authors.

72 4.1650 $/ MYR, Central Bank of Malaysia, December 2021
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https://vietnamtimes.org.vn/ignite-initiative-to-support-over-50000-women-entrepreneurs-in-vietnam-25497.html
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https://smebankcambodia.com.kh/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Pages-from-CWES-ENG.pdf
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file:///C:\Users\t0t\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Outlook\4LG7TWRE\Securing%20Your%20Lending%20Decisions
https://www.dbp.ph/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Ilaw-brochure.pdf
file:///C:\Users\t0t\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Outlook\4LG7TWRE\DBP%20and%20WomenBizPH%20Launch%20ILAW%20Loan%20Program
file:///C:\Users\t0t\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Outlook\4LG7TWRE\DBP%20and%20WomenBizPH%20Launch%20ILAW%20Loan%20Program
https://www.womenbiz.ph/newsarticle/dbp-and-womenbizph-launch-ilaw-loan-program/and-womenbizph-launch-ilaw-loan-program/


40   ADB Southeast Asia Working Paper Series No. 22

Box 2: How to Collect Gender-Disaggregated Data on Businesses 

Established in 1927, Türk Ekonomi Bankası A.Ş. (TEB) is a leader in serving small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) in Türkiye. A strategic partner of BNP Paribas since 2005, it is the first bank 
in Türkiye to develop a tailored gender strategy to serve women-owned businesses, following its 
engagement with the International Finance Corporation. 

TEB was able to disaggregate its data by gender for individual accounts, but had not systematically 
captured the gender of SME account owners. The first step was to define women-owned business. 
Initially, the bank decided to set it as 51% or more women-owned. However, it soon found this 
definition to be too restrictive, and the definition was modified to include businesses where female 
ownership was between 20% and 50%, with women in management. This information was compiled 
by reviewing the documentation that each company is required to file by government authorities. 
However, TEB realized that the data overestimated the number of businesses that were women-
owned. Because of a law in the 1960s to encourage multi-shareholder companies, many of the 
shareholders registered to the business included female family members who were not necessarily 
involved with and who did not have any control over the company. TEB introduced tighter controls to 
verify ownership, including asking new customers questions that would identify who was capable of 
signing off on company decisions. For existing clients, the bank went back to all relationship managers 
and asked them to verify the ownership information using the new guidelines. 

Source: Financial Alliance for Women TEB Case Study.

Credit Guarantee Schemes
While the CGF in Viet Nam is underutilized and has been mired in operational challenges, there are 
several success stories of credit guarantee schemes in other Asian countries—Japan, Malaysia, and the 
Republic of Korea—which have made it possible to ease and broaden access to finance for underserved 
segments. Particularly in times of crisis, when financial intermediaries become more risk-averse and 
SMEs inevitably struggle to access finance, credit guarantee schemes can provide much-needed relief 
and play a countercyclical role while countries rebuild their economies.

Box 3: Guarantee Schemes Leveraging Technology and Intangibles

The KIBO Technology Rating System, by the Korea Technology Credit Guarantee Fund, was 
developed in 2005 to promote viable technological ventures without a sufficient past financial 
track record. Targeted companies include ventures with high growth and technological potential. 
The rating system, which assesses management capability, technological excellence, market 
potential, and commercialization, generates two rating grades: technology business grade (success 
potential) and risk grade (default risk). 

Source: Asian Development Bank.

The success of credit guarantee schemes in several countries shows that they can be effective tools to 
address the challenges of SME financing, provided they are set up and operationalized efficiently and 
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not intended to be a cure-all for any credit intermediation challenge.73 Figure 18 presents a summary of 
recommendations on setting up and operationalizing a scheme, and examples of specific schemes.

Table 11: Types of Credit Guarantee Schemes

CGS Model Government Financial Sector Business Industry Example
Public guarantee 
schemes 

Japan Federation of Credit 
Guarantee Corporations 
Credit Guarantee Fund of 
Mongolia 

Mutual guarantee 
schemes

Confidi (Italy)

Public–private part-
nership schemes

Korea Credit Guarantee Fund 
Credit Guarantee Corporation 
Berhad (Malaysia)

International 
schemes

United States Agency for 
International Development 
Loan Portfolio Guarantee 
Scheme

CGS = credit guarantee scheme.

Source: ADB. 2021. Policies to Optimize the Performance of Credit Guarantee Schemes during Financial Crises. Manila.

73 ADB. 2021. Policies to Optimize the Performance of Credit Guarantee Schemes during Financial Crises. Manila.

Figure 18: Recommendations for Credit Guarantee Schemes
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Credit Guarantee Scheme

Monitoring Evaluation
• Financial reporting and audit: The CGS must 

adopt robust accounting standards, preferably 
domestic private sector enterprise. External 
audit is a must. Auditors must be rotated with 
regular frequency.

• Assessment and disclosure of outreach and 
sustainability: The CGS, in consultation with 
academicians and experts, should publish 
methodology and conduct data collection to 
assess outreach, additionality and sustainability 
which reinforce its existence.

Risk Management
• Coverage ratio: Usually between 50%–80%. 

Determine skin in the game for lenders and 
borrowers and may be higher for category of firms 
which need higher support.

• Risk sharing order: "First-loss" or "pari-passu" loss 
sharing basis; "pari-passu" basis is common and 
recommended.

• Leverage ratio: Must be based on confidence 
market has in the CGS. May not be kept high for 
CGS with low capital or new CGS.

• Financial sustainability: CGS must recoup costs 
(guarantee + operational) with its revenue (fee + 
investment income) over a medium-term horizon.

Legal and Regulatory Setup
The act must define
• Objective: Overarching mandate, type of firms.
• Capital contributions: Depend on type of CGS—

government, banks, central banks and others. 
Ongoing contribution may be specified.

• Leverage ratio: Legally binding ratio of potential 
liabilities to equity capital.

• Safety measures: If leverage ratio breaches, the 
steps to be taken.

• Regulatory and supervisory: The regulatory and 
supervisory body may be specified, ideally should 
be different from shareholders.

• Board composition: Strive to achieve expertise 
and independence.

Corporate Governance
• Objective: Must specify all the services CGS is 

planning to deliver.
• Independent directors: Strive to bring in to 

achieve expertise and market confidence.
• Minority shareholders: If they are present, their 

rights must be protected, and views utilized.
• Risk management framework: Envisage greater 

participation of board and final accountability.
• Validation framework: Internal assessment of 

CGS risk management practices. Independence 
must be ensured.

• Communication to the board: Must be timely 
and promote understanding of risk areas.

Services Offered
• Firm eligibility: Outline firm eligible for CGS 

different services.
• Credit guarantee: Type of guarantee—Pre-

eligibility based wholesale or retail guarantee.
• Credit assessment: If only banks or CGS can also do 

credit assessment. Recommended that CGS do it.
• Credit insurance: Can be of two forms. Insurance 

to individual firms or insurance in form of counter-
guarantee to other institutions.

• Advisory services: Financial/business advisory 
services. Mainly to tackle financial and business 
literacy issue. Strongly reduces the risk for CGS.

• Claims payouts: Very critical for trust in CGS. 
Process must not be cumbersome and ideally be 
settled in 7–14 days. Maximum: 30 days.

CGS = credit guarantee scheme.

Source: ADB. 2021. Policies to Optimize the Performance of Credit Guarantee Schemes during Financial Crises. Manila.

https://www.adb.org/publications/policies-credit-guarantee-schemes-financial-crises
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/680196/adb-brief-167-credit-guarantee-schemes-financial-crises.pdf
https://www.adb.org/publications/policies-credit-guarantee-schemes-financial-crises


4. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

4.1 CONCLUSIONS

Women are majority owners of 17% of Viet Nam’s businesses and lead close to 30% of them. Most female 
business owners have bank credit, though many do so on a personal basis. Most of these companies are 
micro or small in size, particularly in the aftermath of COVID-19, and access bank finance mostly in the 
form of small, short-term loans for working capital purposes. Business growth is financed heavily through 
retained earnings, which is the result of owners’ desire to limit bank obligations as well as limited access 
to sufficient bank credit.

One of the clearest findings from the research is that female business owners are seen as risk-conscious 
entrepreneurs, careful in managing their business and finances. For some banks, this is the main reason 
why they have decided to invest in the women-owned business segment: women are reliable borrowers 
with strong repayment rates and low risk. At the same time, this very fact is also what seems to discourage 
other financial institutions from focusing on this market. Being risk-conscious and conservative in running 
their business and finances can hold women back and slow them down, making them less attractive to 
financial institutions that prioritize large-volume transactions and more aggressive borrowing. Hence, 
some financial institutions associate efforts to increase lending to women-owned businesses with 
subsidized lending programs.

Financial planning and investment education to get business owners to be more comfortable with how 
banks work and how to leverage external finance effectively will likely be beneficial to support business 
growth for female as well as male business owners. But ultimately, the most effective and successful 
strategy is to “meet your customers where they are.” This means being able to see the value and serve 
large numbers of small businesses, the majority of which are likely to stay small or grow slowly. This is 
what some financial institutions have been able to do by developing tailored products and services and 
adjusting their appraisal and monitoring processes accordingly.

First, this requires collecting robust data to understand customers’ needs and preferences in more 
granularity: what customers want and how and when they want it. Female business owners want 
products that require less hard collateral and better personalized advice from their banks—on specific 
products and their features and how those will help their businesses grow. Global research shows that 
women seek comprehensive information before making financial decisions and will likely refrain from 
using financial products if they are not comfortable with the level of information provided. This study has 
also highlighted that women place a high value on trust when selecting financial service providers—trust 
in using their personal data and in providing a reliable and professional customer service.

Even if small on an individual basis, women-owned businesses as a segment represent a large market 
opportunity. They are also vital to the Vietnamese economy and bring benefits that go well beyond their 
sales volume. It is well known that women invest more in health and education not only for their families, 
but also for the communities in which they live and operate. Thus, it is in the interests of both commercial 
banks and SBV to ensure that female business owners have the right tools to grow and thrive.

4.2 RECOMMENDATIONS

This section presents key recommendations for policymakers and financial institutions.
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Recommendations for the State Bank of Vietnam and Government Agencies  
and Ministries 
1.  Require financial institutions to collect gender-disaggregated data at firm  

and portfolio levels.
Gender data at firm level measure gender diversity within the leadership team and overall institution. 
There is robust global evidence of a positive correlation between gender-balanced leadership teams and 
stronger operational performance, and of gender-diverse leadership teams supporting more inclusive 
outreach strategies.74 In Viet Nam, the study has shown that, while women are well represented overall, 
they are still underrepresented in top decision-making positions. 

Gender data at portfolio level measure how an institution is allocating its resources to serve a diverse 
customer base and help measure differences in demand, performance, and needs among customer 
segments. 

Taken together, these data provide insights on how well the financial sector is supporting women and 
represent a useful starting point to identify potential gaps and assess areas for improvement. These 
data can inform and guide policy decisions aimed at building a more supportive environment for small 
businesses through better access to and usage of financial services. Table 12 provides a preliminary list 
of recommended indicators.

If you don’t measure something, you can’t understand it. If you can’t understand it, you can’t control it.  
If you can’t control it, you can’t improve it.

The following steps are recommended.

(i) Agree on a workable definition of women-owned businesses. For sector-wide data to be 
meaningful and trustworthy, they need to be harmonized and consistent across all financial 
institutions. While Viet Nam has a legal definition of women-owned businesses, most banks 
do not follow it and choose instead to apply their own definition, just as banks use their own 
definition for classifying SMEs despite the existence of a national classification. It is advisable 
that banks, particularly those that have dedicated women’s programs, collaborate toward 
agreeing and using a uniform definition of women-owned businesses that is pragmatic and 
realistic for financial institutions and that also reflects the reality of the local business sector. 
For example, family businesses are common in Viet Nam, where husbands and wives own 
and manage businesses together and their roles are intertwined. While there is no global 
consensus on a definition of women-owned business, the IFC’s classification is increasingly 
gaining acceptance as more flexible and inclusive than others focused only on majority female 
ownership and more widely used by members of the Financial Alliance for Women.

“a woman-owned enterprise has either: (a) at least a 51% ownership/stake held by a woman/
women; or (b) at least a 20 percent ownership/stake held by a woman/women AND ≥ 1 
woman as CEO/COO (President/Vice President), as well as ≥ 30% of the board of directors 
being women where a board exists.”

74 IFC and CDC. Private Equity and Value Creation: A Fund Manager’s Guide to Gender-Smart Investing.

https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/topics_ext_content/ifc_external_corporate_site/gender+at+ifc/resources/gender+smart+investing+guide
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(ii) Pace the collection of disaggregated data and consider supporting the initial 
investment. Providing accurate and comprehensive gender-disaggregated data has proven a 
considerable challenge for all banks in Viet Nam, even those that have a dedicated focus on 
women-owned businesses. Hence, the process of building a financial sector-wide gender-
sensitive database of access to and usage of financial services will inevitably need to be 
sequenced and gradual. It is also likely to be different from one financial institution to the 
other, depending on where the bank is on its “gender journey.” It is advisable to adopt a gradual 
approach and start with easy steps, such as firm-level data and gender-disaggregated retail 
data, and to build in reasonable timelines for banks to build portfolio-level data. As banks will 
need to invest considerable time and capital to adjust their management information systems 
to collect disaggregated, high-quality data, SBV and the Government of Viet Nam should 
consider supporting such efforts, in the form of either financial support or TA, or both.

(iii) Share sector data and insights with financial institutions. For regulators, the purpose 
of collecting accurate, gender-disaggregated data on financial access and use is to measure 
progress in financial inclusion performance and design appropriate evidence-based policies. 
For financial institutions, access to such data provides an opportunity to glean new insights into 
market demand and to benchmark themselves against competitors. Regulators are advised 
to share industry insights regularly and in a digestible format to encourage and incentivize 
financial service providers’ data collection efforts.

Table 12: Recommended Gender-Disaggregated Indicators

Diversity and Inclusion
• share of women within the organization (board of director level, executive level, senior management, middle 

management, overall)

Safety and Soundness
• PARa 30/60/90 days by gender for SME loans

Anti-Discrimination
• loan volume and number by gender

Consumer Protection/Responsible Lending
• refinanced loans by volume and gender
• loans by term: 1 year or less, 2–5 years, greater than 5 years by gender
• loans by volume and number with balloon payments by gender
• support provided to small businesses
• SMEs as a percentage of total loans by volume and number and gender

PAR = portfolio at risk, SMEs = small and medium-sized enterprises.
a  PAR is the percentage of gross loan portfolio that is at risk. As such, PAR 30 is the percentage of the gross loan portfolio for all open 

loans that is overdue by more than 30 days.

Source: Compiled by authors.

2.  Promote lending to women-owned businesses as an active hedge to protect banks against 
loan portfolio deterioration. 

In line with global benchmarks, lending to women-owned businesses improves the quality of loan 
portfolios of financial institutions. Global data show that women-owned SMEs consistently have  
a lower NPL ratio than does the average SME. In a study of 154 banks, NPL ratios for loans to women-
led SMEs (3.6%) were lower than NPLs for total SME loan portfolios (4.5%) comprising men- and 



Financial Access of WSMEs in Viet Nam   45

women-led SMEs.75 With a loan loss probability 4.5X less than for men (as indicated in the study’s loan 
portfolio 0.38% loss [women] vs. 1.70% [men] in Viet Nam), SBV can promote lending to women-owned 
businesses as an active hedge to protect banks against loan portfolio deterioration. By citing greater 
need for risk management of loan portfolios, SBV can take a prescriptive policy approach that will have 
the intended effect of increasing lending to women-owned businesses.

3.  Improve credit guarantee schemes and advisory services to work more effectively  
for small and medium-sized enterprises, particularly women-owned businesses. 

Access to hard collateral and providing the right loan documentation to be considered creditworthy 
are considerable challenges for small businesses, particularly those owned by women, and limit their 
ability to borrow from banks, or to borrow optimal loan amounts. Well-functioning credit guarantee 
schemes have the potential to mitigate these challenges and have proven a useful tool to facilitate 
access to finance for small businesses in several countries. Viet Nam’s current schemes have not had 
much uptake, because of a combination of long approval processes; reluctance to accept government-
backed guarantees; limited managerial and administration capacity related to document appraisal, 
inspection, and supervision; and low awareness of these programs among small companies. However, 
there is an opportunity for the Government of Viet Nam to restructure them in line with international 
best practices and in consultation with commercial banks to shape them into more efficient programs 
that can effectively support financial institutions. The example of the Republic of Korea shows that 
credit guarantee schemes can also be used to build a modern credit assessment infrastructure able to 
assess nontraditional assets, such as patents, technology, royalties, and so on.

As the business sector is likely to be dealing with the impact of the COVID-19 economic downturn 
for several years, recovery and resilience programs for small businesses should be continued and 
strengthened. This includes expanding measures to support financial recovery, such as deferment 
and/or reduction of tax payments, but also business advisory services that aim to build long-term 
resilience through stronger internal controls and innovation. These can include expert guidance on 
financial management, governance, and tapping into new markets, as well as tax incentives to adopt 
digital technologies, subsidies to upgrade employees’ skills, and so on.

4.  Building knowledge and expertise for financial institutions focusing 
on women-owned businesses. 

As SBV takes the lead in promoting financial access and inclusion across the business sector and 
encourages innovation, it can benefit from joining networks of peer organizations and learn from 
their experience supporting small businesses. Viet Nam is already part of the Sustainable Banking 
Network, which brings together financial regulators from over 70 countries. Other platforms, such 
as the AFI network, with regulators from almost 90 countries, provide an additional opportunity to 
tap into valuable knowledge and practical experience in promoting financial inclusion, particularly 
for women entrepreneurs. In turn, SBV can make this knowledge available to Viet Nam’s financial 
institutions and facilitate sharing of regional and international experience on relevant topics, such 
as how to improve data and disclosure, and how to translate data insights into effective and tailored 
outreach strategies.

Recommendations for Financial Institutions
5. Track gender-disaggregated data at firm and portfolio level. 
The funding gap for Viet Nam’s WSME segment has been estimated at about $2 billion. Collecting 
and tracking data is the starting point for any business that is considering venturing or expanding into 
a new market. Without data, banks would not be able to glean accurate insights on women customer 

75 IFC. Banking on Women.

https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/1f1a40fa-5602-4e07-97ac-8697ae49ad6a/Banking+on+Women_NPL+One+Pager_final+110818.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=mu9qgDM
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Figure 19: Examples of Financial Service Providers with Mature Women’s Programs

 

CAGR = compound annual growth rate, SMEs = small and medium-sized enterprises.

Source: Financial Alliance for Women Global Business Case Tool for Financial Services Providers.

behavior, assess the market opportunity, tailor products and services, or measure business performance 
effectively. The example of several banks that have dedicated women’s programs shows the importance 
of collecting gender-disaggregated data, initially to create a baseline and regularly to track and monitor 
performance (Figure 19).

Collecting disaggregated data is a considerable endeavor that will require time, effort, and resources. 
Being able to tap into technical support and guidance from other banks or international finance 
institutions with solid experience building gender-disaggregated business databases will likely encourage 
more banks to embark on this process. A how-to guide on the learning and best practices of collecting 
gender-disaggregated data has been created based on the experience of 11 financial service providers.76

6. Build a dedicated strategy for women-owned businesses. 
The experience of financial service providers with dedicated strategies to reach the women’s market, 
notably the members of the Financial Alliance for Women, has shown that there is a strong business 
case to do so and there are considerable benefits to be reaped, such as higher customer growth rates 
and lower NPL ratios. In Viet Nam, these benefits have been confirmed by those banks that have more 

76 Financial Alliance for Women. The Power of Women’s Market Data: How-To Guide. 

https://financialallianceforwomen.org/download/the-power-of-womens-market-data-a-how-to-guide/
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mature women’s programs and robust data collection processes to track and monitor results. The study 
has also identified slight, but important differences in women’s financial needs and preferences. Hence, 
all financial institutions are advised to develop dedicated gender strategies to provide direction and 
guide them in applying a gender lens throughout their operations to improve their services to female 
customers and increase gender and diversity at the firm level. Gender goals and principles need to be 
incorporated throughout a financial institution’s business model and reflected in their policy framework 
and decision-making process. As illustrated by the experience of those banks that have a dedicated 
gender lens strategy, it will likely take time for a financial institution to identify their optimal target 
segment that best fits with their own business model and value proposition and how best to serve it.  
A gender lens strategy should then be seen as a living document to be revised periodically as the 
institution gathers more knowledge and experience in this area.

Essential components of any gender lens strategy will involve enhancing or adapting the credit processes 
and systems to integrate gender elements throughout, from sourcing to portfolio management, and 
engaging and training staff so they are incentivized and committed to driving the adoption of a gender 
lens strategy. This requires building awareness among all employees on the benefits of a dedicated 
gender strategy and providing them with practical guidance and support on how to go about it. This 
is particularly important when it comes to incorporating a gender lens in the lending process and 
training loan officers on adequately catering to women’s needs and preferences, such as requests for 
more information on banking products and more personalized advice. This is where joining specialized 
networks of peer institutions, such as the Financial Alliance for Women, can be particularly useful to 
banks new to gender lens investing.

Other measures to consider within a gender lens strategy could be a female-focused relationship 
management strategy, such as sales agents dedicated to serving women, and tailored marketing for 
women SME business owners, focused on what most relevant to women and their way of doing business 
and communicating. As discussed earlier, women tend to be more cautious and prudent borrowers and 
like to be fully informed on available product and service options before deciding to apply for any. They 
have also indicated a preference for more guidance from bank officers on what products might be most 
suitable for their business, and how to optimize loan applications.

7. Develop products and services tailored for women-owned businesses. 
The study has shown that female business owners are risk-conscious borrowers with strong 
repayment rates. Because of the complexity of business loan application process and the challenging 
hard collateral requirements, some owners borrow on a personal basis or make do with retained 
earnings. This is not only a missed opportunity for them to scale faster, but it is also a missed business 
opportunity for banks in Viet Nam. Those financial institutions that focus on the SME market and 
have gained expertise and track record in serving this market are well positioned to further tailor their 
offer of financial products and services to deepen their engagement with women-owned businesses. 
A key element is to strengthen digitalization and make better use of customer information in the 
appraisal process to reduce the need for hard collateral, make the process faster and more efficient 
to reduce the cost of processing smaller loans, and increase convenience to customers. This also 
includes exploring digital delivery channels that are better adapted to the needs of female business 
owners, who have repeatedly mentioned that time constraints are an important challenge for them. 
The example of fintech companies and peer-to-peer lending platforms is very useful in this regard. 
The strong repayment rates of women-owned businesses should also be reflected in risk-adjusted 
lending rates.

Bank officers have indicated that poor loan documentation, particularly inaccurate and incomplete 
data on a company’s financial health, is one of the main reasons for rejecting loan applications from 
SMEs. Female business owners have also expressed interest in financial and investment education, 
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together with access to business networking opportunities. It is recommended that banks focusing 
on SMEs and keen to deepen their reach into the women’s market consider offering practical financial 
education programs to support customers and potential customers in improving the quality of their 
financial records and becoming more familiar with sound financial planning. It is recommended that 
banks develop such initiatives in partnership with specialized institutions with a strong track record of 
serving small business clients.
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Criterion Micro Small Medium
Annual revenue/
turnover

Legal definition: ≤ D10 billion 
($0.43 million) in commerce 
and services; ≤ D3 billion ($0.13 
million) in agriculture, forestry, 
and aquaculture; and industry 
and construction

We-Fi: SMEs only,  
no separation
$100,000–$15 million

IFC: < $100,000

BIDV: ≤ D20 billion  
($2.5 million)

VietinBank: D20 billion– 
D60 billion ($2.5 million– 
$60 million)

TPBank: < D15 billion  
($0.64 million)

MSB: ≤ D20 billion  
($2.5 million)

Vietcombank: SMEs only, not 
micro, small, medium 
< D150 billion ($6.4 million)

Techcombank: < D20 billion 
($0.86 million)

HDBank: None

OCB, NCB: ≤ D20 billion  
($0.86 million)

Legal definition: ≤ D100 billion 
($4.3 million) in commerce and 
services; ≤ D50 billion  
($2 million) in agriculture, 
forestry, and aquaculture; and 
industry and construction

We-Fi: SMEs only,  
no separation
$100,000–$15 million

IFC: $100,000–$2.3 million

BIDV: D20 billion–< D200 
billion ($0.86 million–< $8.6 
million)

VietinBank: D60 billion–< D200 
billion ($2.5 million–< $8.6 
million)

TPBank: D15 billion–< D80 
billion ($0.64 million– 
$3.4 million)

MSB: D20 billion–< D200 billion 
($0.86 million–< $8.6 million)

Vietcombank: SMEs only, not 
micro, small, medium
< D150 billion ($6.4 million)

Techcombank: D20 billion–≤ 
D200 billion ($0.86 million–≤ 
$8.6 million)

HDBank: ≤ D300 billion  
($12.8 million)

OCB, NCB: D20 billion–D200 
billion ($0.86 million– 
$8.6 million)

Legal definition: ≤ D300 billion 
in commerce and services;  
≤ D200 billion ($8.6 million) 
in agriculture, forestry, and 
aquaculture; and industry and 
construction

We-Fi: SMEs only,  
no separation 
$100,000–$15 million

IFC: $2.3 million–$15 million

BIDV: D200 billion–D< 500 
billion ($8.6 million–< $21.5 
million)

VietinBank: D200 billion–< 
D500 billion ($8.6 
million–<$21.5 million)

TPBank: D80 billion–< D400 
billion ($3.4 million–<$17.2 
million)

MSB: VND 200 billion–< 500 
billion ($8.6 million–< 21.5 
million)

Vietcombank: SMEs only, not 
micro, small, medium 
< D150 billion ($6.4 million)

Techcombank: ≤ D200 billion 
($8.6 million)

HDBank: ≥ D300 billion  
($13 million)

OCB, NCB: D200 billion–
D1,500 billion  
($8.6 million–$64.5 million)

APPENDIX 1

SMALL AND MEDIUM-SIZED ENTERPRISE CLASSIFICATION IN COMMERCIAL BANKS 
COMPARED WITH THE MOST UPDATED LEGAL DEFINITION AND WE-FI  
AND INTERNATIONAL FINANCE CORPORATION DEFINITIONS

Continued on next page
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Criterion Micro Small Medium
Total assets Legal definition: ≤ D3 billion 

($0.13 million)

BIDV, VietinBank, Vietcombank, 
TPBank, MSB, MB Bank: none

Legal definition: ≤ D50 billion 
($2.1 million) for commerce and 
services; ≤ D20 billion ($0.85 
million) for agriculture, forestry, 
and aquaculture; and industry 
and construction

BIDV, VietinBank, Vietcombank, 
TPBank, MSB, MB Bank: none

Legal definition: ≤ D100 billion 
($4.3 million) for commerce and 
services; agriculture, forestry, and 
aquaculture; and industry and 
construction

BIDV, VietinBank, Vietcombank, 
TPBank, MSB, MB Bank: none

Total employees Legal definition: ≤ 10 employees

BIDV, VietinBank, Vietcombank, 
TPBank, MSB, MB Bank: none

Legal definition: ≤ 50 employees 
for commerce and services; ≤ 
100 employees for agriculture, 
forestry, and aquaculture; and 
industry and construction

BIDV, VietinBank, Vietcombank, 
TPBank, MSB, MB Bank: none

Legal definition: ≤ 100 
employees for commerce and 
services; ≤ 200 employees 
for agriculture, forestry, and 
aquaculture; and industry and 
construction

BIDV, VietinBank, Vietcombank, 
TPBank, MSB, MB Bank: none

Charter capital Legal definition:  
no requirement

NCB: < D5 billion  
($0.21 million)

Legal definition:  
no requirement

NCB: ≥ D5 billion  
($0.21 million)

Legal definition:  
no requirement

NCB: ≥ D5 billion  
($0.21 million)

Total average 
outstanding 
loans per annum

Legal definition:  
no requirement

Ocean Bank: < D1 billion 
($43,000)

Legal definition:  
no requirement

Ocean Bank: D1 billion–< D10 
billion ($43,000–< $0.43 
million)

Legal definition:  
no requirement

Ocean Bank: D10 billion–< D30 
billion ($0.43 million –< $1.3 
million)

Total average 
deposit per 
annum

Legal definition:  
no requirement

Ocean Bank: < D0.5 billion 
($21,000)

Vietcombank: SMEs only, not 
micro, small, medium
< D10 billion ($0.43 million)

Legal definition:  
no requirement

Ocean Bank: D0.5 billion–< D2 
billion ($21,000–< 86,000)

Vietcombank: SMEs only, not 
micro, small, medium
< D10 billion ($0.43 million)

Legal definition:  
no requirement

Ocean Bank: D2 billion–< 
D5 billion ($86,000–< $0.21 
million)

Vietcombank: SMEs only, not 
micro, small, medium  
< D10 billion ($0.43 million)

BIDV = Bank for Investment and Development of Vietnam, D = Viet Nam dong, HDBank = Housing Development Commercial Joint 
Stock Bank, IFC = International Finance Corporation, MSB = Maritime Commercial Joint Stock Bank, NCB = National Citizen Bank, 
OCB = Orient Commercial Joint Stock Bank, SMEs = small and medium-sized enterprises, TPBank = Thien Phong Bank, We-Fi = 
Women Entrepreneurs Finance Initiative.

Notes: (i) Legal definition is based on Decree 80/2021/ND-CP guiding the SME Support Law, under which SMEs are defined based 
on the average annual number of employees participating in the social insurance and annual revenue or total assets/ total capital.  
(ii) $1 = D23,400 as of 30 September 2022, per SBV Central Rate of VND versus USD.

Source: Authors’ compilation from primary banks’ survey data.

Appendix 1: continued

https://www.sbv.gov.vn/TyGia/faces/Aiber.jspx?_afrLoop=1666294466915891&_afrWindowMode=0&_adf.ctrl-state=wae07qnd1_21


APPENDIX 2

COMMERCIAL BANKS CONTACTED FOR THE SURVEY

1 Dong A Commercial Joint Stock Bank
2 Nam A Commercial Joint Stock Bank
3 Ocean Commercial One Member Limited Liability Bank
4 Joint Stock Commercial Bank for Investment and Development of Vietnam 
5 Viet Capital Commercial Joint Stock Bank 
6 Vietnam Joint Stock Commercial Bank of Industry and Trade 
7 Vietnam Bank for Social Policies
8 Tien Phong Commercial Joint Stock Bank
9 Vietnam Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development

10 Maritime Commercial Joint Stock Bank
11 Bac A Commercial Joint-Stock Bank
12 Southeast Asia Commercial Joint Stock Bank
13 Vietnam Prosperity Joint Stock Commercial Bank
14 Global Petro Sole Member Limited Commercial Bank
15 Sai Gon Commercial Joint Stock Bank
16 Joint Stock Commercial Bank for Foreign Trade of Vietnam 
17 Vietnam Thuong Tin Commercial Joint Stock Bank
18 Orient Commercial Joint Stock Bank
19 Kien Long Commercial Joint Stock Bank
20 Construction Commercial One Member Limited Liability Bank
21 An Binh Commercial Joint Stock Bank
22 Vietnam Technological and Commercial Joint Stock Bank
23 National Citizen Commercial Joint Stock bank
24 Ho Chi Minh City Development Joint Stock Commercial Bank
25 Military Commercial Joint Stock Bank
26 Vietnam Public Joint Stock Commercial Bank
27 Vietnam International Commercial Joint Stock Bank
28 Sai Gon Bank for Industry and Trade
29 Saigon Hanoi Commercial Joint Stock Bank
30 Sai Gon Thuong Tin Commercial Joint Stock Bank
31 Vietnam - Asia Commercial Joint Stock Bank
32 Bao Viet Joint Stock Commercial Bank
33 Petrolimex Group Commercial Joint Stock Bank
34 Vietnam Export Import Commercial Join Stock Bank 
35 Lien Viet Post Commercial Joint Stock Bank
36 Vietnam Development Bank

Source: Compiled by authors.



Bank Country Site Sample Programs
BN (Banco Nacional) Costa Rica www.bncr.fi.cr/   Wide-ranging training program for high-

potential women clients; gender-disaggregated 
data collection and use

RBC (Royal Bank of 
Canada)

Canada www.rbcroyalbank.com/ 
personal.html 

100 Women’s Market Champions, managers 
dedicated to serving women
clients; dedicated research department for 
women clients and their banking needs

BLC Bank Lebanon www.blcbank.com/ Women Entrepreneurs Initiative for WSMEs; 
collateral-free credit products

Garanti BBVA Türkiye www.garantibbva.com.tr/en Women Entrepreneur Support Package; use of 
gold as a collateral

BPR (Banque Populaire 
du Rwanda)

Rwanda https://bpr.rw/ Training on entry-level topics such as financial, 
business, and legal skills as
well as information on women’s rights and 
women’s health

UniCredit BulBank Bulgaria www.unicreditbulbank.bg/ 
en/individual-clients/ 

All-female sales force for (M)SME clients; 
gender-disaggregated data collection and use

Westpac Australia www.westpac.com.au Dedicated Women’s Markets Team; investing in 
women internally and externally

MSMEs = micro, small, and medium-sized enterprises, SMEs = small and medium-sized enterprises, WSMEs = women small and 
medium-sized enterprises.

Source: Compiled by authors.

The following for-profit and nonprofit organizations also offer valuable insight into global good practice 
for advancing women’s MSME development, women’s entrepreneurship, and gender equality.

1. Alliance for Financial Inclusion (AFI): www.afi-global.org/.
2. Asian Development Bank (ADB)—best practices, manuals, gender-inclusive approaches, tip sheets, 

toolkits: www.adb.org/what-we-do/themes/gender/main.
3. International Labour Organization—Decent Work and Women’s Economic Empowerment, Good 

Policy and Practice: www.ilo.org/global/docs/WCMS_184878/lang--en/index.html.
4. Denarau Action Plan—increasing women’s access to quality and affordable financial services 

globally; bridging the financial inclusion gender gap: www.afi-global.org/publications/denarau-
action-plan-the-afi-network-commitment-to-gender-and-womens-financial-inclusion/.

5. European Bank for Reconstruction and Development—Strategy for the Promotion of Gender 
Equality: www.ebrd.com/ebrd-and-gender-equality-overview.html.

6. Financial Alliance for Women: https://financialallianceforwomen.org/.
7. FinDev Canada—inclusive financial strategies: www.findevcanada.ca/en.
8. Global Alliance for Banking on Values: https://gabv.org  https://gbaforwomen.org/.
9. Global Financial Literacy Excellence Center: https://gflec.org/.
10. Global Reporting Initiative—assessment standards on corporate, e.g., human rights, inclusion, 

sustainability, strategy, policies, practices, stakeholder engagement: www.globalreporting.org/.

APPENDIX 3

ADDITIONAL INTERNATIONAL BEST PRACTICES RESOURCES

https://www.bncr.fi.cr/
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https://www.rbcroyalbank.com/personal.html
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https://gflec.org/
http://www.globalreporting.org/
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11. International Finance Corporation—gender strategy; approaches: www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/
Topics_Ext_Content/IFC_External_Corporate_Site/Gender+at+IFC.

12. Maya Declaration launched by the Global Policy Forum—a means of championing financial 
inclusion and contributing to a range of Sustainable Development Goals, including Goal 1  
(no poverty), Goal 5 (gender equality), Goal 8 (decent work and economic growth), and Goal 13 
(climate action): www.afi-global.org/global-voice/maya-declaration/.

13. Promoting a Fair Business Environment in ASEAN (FairBiz)/United Nations Development 
Programme: www1.undp.org/content/fairbiz/en/home.html.

14. United Nations Global Compact: www.unglobalcompact.org/.
15. UN Women—Women’s Empowerment Principles: www.weps.org/.
16. Women’s Financial Inclusion Data Partnership—Data 2X: https://data2x.org/wp-content/

uploads/2019/08/WFID-Partnership-Principles.pdf.
17. Women’s World Banking: www.womensworldbanking.org/.
18. World Economic Forum: www.weforum.org/agenda/archive/gender-parity.
19. EDGE Certification—global assessment methodology and business certification standard for 

gender and intersectional equity: https://edge-cert.org/.

http://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/Topics_Ext_Content/IFC_External_Corporate_Site/Gender+at+IFC
http://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/Topics_Ext_Content/IFC_External_Corporate_Site/Gender+at+IFC
http://www.afi-global.org/global-voice/maya-declaration/
https://www1.undp.org/content/fairbiz/en/home.html
http://www.unglobalcompact.org/
http://www.weps.org/
https://data2x.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/WFID-Partnership-Principles.pdf
https://data2x.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/WFID-Partnership-Principles.pdf
http://www.womensworldbanking.org/
http://www.weforum.org/agenda/archive/gender-parity
https://edge-cert.org/
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