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The first case of COVID-19 was confirmed on 
27th February 2020 in Lagos State According 
to the Nigeria Centre for Disease Control, as 
of 19th April 2021, the country recorded a total 
of 164,233 confirmed cases of COVID-19, with 
154, 332 patients discharged, 7,840 active 
cases, and 2,061 deaths.1

Because of its pre-pandemic economic 
situation – one characterised by rising 
unemployment and inflation, falling incomes, 
and a heavy reliance on oil and remittances 
– the Nigerian economy found itself in 
particularly precarious waters when COVID-19 
hit: fuel prices reached an 18-year low as 
global demand for oil plummeted; and the 
economy saw its sharpest decline in the past 
decade, with 27% of Nigeria’s labour force 
unemployed.2    

Measures adopted by the Nigerian 
government, which included lockdowns, 
social distancing, and closure of public 
spaces and institutions, led to a slowdown 
in economic activity, and lower consumer 

1 https://covid19.ncdc.gov.ng/

2 https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/08/africa-largest-economy-worst-contraction-in-a-decade 

3 https://www.researchgate.net/publication/343288495_Informal_Sector_and_Nigerian_Economic_Prospects_The_Covid-19_Experience

4 https://www.icrc.org/en/document/nigeria-sharp-increase-food-prices-caused-covid-19-raises-fear-hunger

5  https://www.pwc.com/ng/en/events/nigeria-sme-survey.html#:~:text=Despite%20the%20significant%20contribution%20of,in%20
the%20last%20five%20years

6 https://www.fatefoundation.org/download/impact-of-covid-19-on-nigerian-msmes/

spending and average income.3  With the 
country depending on imports for one-
tenth of its food needs, border closures and 
mobility restrictions have also put a strain 
on food availability, resulting in rising food 
prices.4  

Small and medium-sized enterprises 
constitute 96% of businesses and 84% of 
employment in Nigeria, contributing to 
48% of national GDP.5  A study by the FATE 
Foundation found that 94.3% of surveyed 
SMEs in Nigeria was negatively affected by 
COVID-19, especially in the areas of cashflow 
(72.1%), sales (67.7%), and revenue (59.2%). 
Additionally, 80.4% of SMEs reported the 
likelihood of laying off staff, citing the 
prolonged period of the pandemic (24.4%), 
inability to afford wages (22.6%), poor sales 
(18.2%), and restricted mobility (17.1%) as key 
reasons for this outlook.6 
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COVID-19 IMPACT

O N WOMEN-OWNED BUSINESSES IN NIGERIA

In early 2020, the SheTrades 
Commonwealth project conducted a 
COVID-19 impact survey among women-
owned businesses (WOBs) in Bangladesh, 
Ghana, Kenya, and Nigeria to understand 
how the pandemic had affected their 
businesses. 

305 Nigerian women-owned businesses 
participated in the survey, with 51% 
of them belonging to the agribusiness 
sector, 10% from IT and business process 
outsourcing (IT&BPO) sector, 39% from 
textile and apparel (T&A) sector.

AGRIBUSINESS

44% of agribusinesses reported ‘High Risk’ 
of closure during the pandemic, with 45% 
temporarily shutting down operations to 
keep their businesses afloat. 

Women-owned businesses in the 
Agribusiness sector achieved over USD 
200,000 in sales – 68% of total sales 
reported across all three sectors. This is 
the result of agricultural produce being 
classified as an “essential service” by the 
Nigerian government, which meant that 
agribusinesses could continue production 
to bolster domestic food supplies during 
the crisis.

Notwithstanding the above, women-
owned businesses in the agribusiness 

sector in Nigeria still account for 23% of 
all job losses. 64% of those laid off were 
women.

Compared to the IT&BPO sector (7%) and 
the T&A sector (37%), Nigerian women-
owned businesses in the agribusiness 
sector pivoted to a new line of business 
– this stands in contrast with trends in 
Ghana and Kenya, where IT&BPO and 
T&A businesses display greater degree of 
responsiveness.

Finally, 43% of agribusinesses recognized 
the need to shift their businesses to the 
digital space. 

IT&BPO

Nigerian women technopreneurs from 
the project reported 54% of all job losses 
across sector – more than twice that in 
the agribusiness and T&A sectors. Of 
these, 90% of job losses were came from 
business processing services. The heavy 
lay-offs could be the result of a confluence 
of factors: lower demand for BPO services, 
increased overhead costs, and reduced 
revenues

TEXTILE AND APPAREL

54% of WOBs from the T&A sector 

reported a ‘High Risk’ of closure. This could 
be attributed to the difficulty companies 
faced with accessing essential supplies 
both locally and internationally, a problem 
caused and exacerbated by restrictions to 
international mobility and logistics. With 
the economy affected and consumers 
having lower levels of purchasing power, 
47% of T&A businesses had to temporarily 
shut down to avoid rising business costs 
and 49% of them had to lay off workers 
to stay afloat. Among all women-owned 
businesses in Nigeria who took part in the 
survey, 23% of job losses came from the 
T&A sector.

Half of all T&A businesses surveyed 
recognised the importance of digitalizing 
their businesses. Of these, 40% have begun 
leveraging e-commerce, social media, and 
other digital tools to position their brands 
for online sales and marketing. 
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AGRIBUSINESS SECTOR

ZNT AGRIHUB

Despite hikes in the prices of fertilisers and 
transportation of agri-products, ZnT Agrihub 
– an agribusiness which specializes in the 
export of soy beans – made more than USD 
15,000 during the pandemic and managed 
to retain all of its staff under the same pre-
COVID terms.

“As a result of the pandemic stifling economic 
activities, many of my customers were 
unable to make payment for orders and 
this increased our operating costs”, added 
CEO Zainab Fatima. 

Having participated in two SheTrades 
Commonwealth training on digital marketing 

and using the Crisis Management Toolkit, 
Zainab reassessed her business strategy in 
two ways. First, she developed a social media 

strategy for her business, which led to sales 
going up by roughly 50%; and second, Zainab 
expanded her product line from processing 
only soy beans to processing both soy beans 
and rice. The CEO also developed a business 
continuity plan for the coming six months 
using the Resilience Action Plan Canvas, 
which was developed by the Commonwealth 
project.

 “SheTrades Commonwealth provided Znt 
Agrihub a B2B platform which changed the 
way I do business. The first sale I made during 
COVID-19 was the result of a referral from a 
fellow women-owned business whom I met 
through the project”, said Zainab. Since 
joining SheTrades Commonwealth, ZnT 
Agrihub has generated USD 450,000 in trade 
leads and USD 600,000 in sales and has since 
attracted over USD 300,000 in investments.
Supporting women in agribusiness have 
always been a key cause for the Nigerian 
agribusiness. During the crisis, Zainab’s 

company trained a local association of 
cluster women farmers in sales generation, 
business management, and financial literacy. 
ZnT Agrihub also supported these women 
farmers with opening bank accounts (to 
enable the farmers to track their cashflows) 
and facilitated their establishment of a 
women’s cooperative. As a result of the latter, 
the women farmers successfully secured 
government-issued COVID-19 loans.
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IT&BPO SECTOR

PROMANE & PROMADE LIMITED

Promane and Promade Limited is a technology 
firm that leverages mobile technology and 
artificial intelligence to address challenges 
in accessing healthcare, smart nutrition, and 
financial services. 

M’CARE is Promane and Promade’s flagship 
digital health solution. The app provides 
Nigerians in remote villages without access to 
doctors the ability to access to personalised, 
specialist healthcare through the mobile 
phones of community healthcare workers.
 
When the COVID-19 pandemic hit Nigeria, 
Promane and Promade lost a major potential 
investment and also saw lower sales as its 
healthcare workers could not go out to the 

field to work. Despite this, CEO Opeoluwa 
Ashimi managed to retain all her staff by 

reducing salaries temporarily by 30%.

“COVID-19 changed the way we have been 
doing business at Promane and Promade”, 
said CEO Opeoluwa Ashimi. “Because of our 
work in HealthTech, we quickly shifted to 
remote working and began daily broadcasts 
of COVID-19 transmission rates and guidelines 
issued by Nigeria Centre for Disease Control.”

Like many of the SheTrades Commonwealth 
success stories, Opeoluwa saw the pandemic 
as a opportunity to upskill and upgrade her 
product offering. Opeoluwa applied for 
and was selected to undergo one-to-one 
mentoring with a data scientist on Artificial 
Intelligence, Machine Learning (AI/ML), and 
Big Data. Through the mentoring sessions, 
the CEO defined a data strategy for her 
company and explored ways to integrate 
advanced technologies into her products (e.g. 
USSD technology and AI bots). Insights from 
the mentoring sessions also helped refine 
Promane and Promade’s business model 
and added additional revenue streams and 
two additional products for the HealthTech 
company.  

Through an “Understanding Investor 
Requirements” session delivered by 
SheTrades, Opeoluwa learned how to identify 
the right investors for her company. The 
training came at the right time for Promane 
and Promade as it was undergoing a 
fundraising phase and was in the midst of 

engaging potential investors.

A pharmacist by training, Opeoluwa stepped 
up efforts during the pandemic to support 
Nigeria with weathering the crisis: her 
company trained 198 Nigerians to produce 
hand sanitisers and masks for sale, and also 
trained an additional 81 female community 
healthcare workers to use M’Care to deliver 
remote diagnosis in rural parts of the country. 
On top of that, Promane and Promade also 
trained the healthcare workers to conduct 
contact tracing and provide accurate 
reporting of suspected COVID-19 cases.

Ms Ashimi remarked “We had limited ourselves 
to only local options, but with the help of 
SheTrades Commonwealth our business is 
now connected to the international market. 
STC helped Promane and Promade demystify 
processes in the export of our products to 
foreign markets”
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OneStop Celebration Ltd (OSC) Ltd is a Lagos-
based mass production garment company 
that offers contract manufacturing services. 
CEO Olusola Babatunde is also the founder 
of the OSC College of Fashion.

During the pandemic, OSC Ltd pivoted to the 
production of Personal Protective Equipment 
(PPE) for frontline workers. This move led to 
a 50% hike in monthly sales for the company 
and subsequently led to an expansion in its 

workforce. 40% of new hires were women. 

“During the nationwide lockdown, we faced 
challenges with importing our supplies and 
exporting our finished products. This led to 
increased operating cost for my business,” 
Olusola said. 

Having attended a two-part webinar series 
on sourcing delivered by the Commonwealth 
project, Olusola increased her number of 
local suppliers and began using 100% locally-
sourced cotton. This shift to promoting ‘Made 
in Nigeria’ merchandise eventually earned her 
company certifications from the Standard 
Organisation of Nigeria and the United States 
African Development Foundation (USADF) 
respectively.

“COVID-19 also necessitated changes to 
our business model to keep pace with 
an increasingly digitalised business 
environment. In March 2020, we introduced 
e-learning courses through our OSC College 
of Fashion online platform to teach fashion 
design and styling”, added Olusola. 

TEXTILE & APPAREL SECTOR

ONE STOP CELEBR ATION LTD

As part of OSC’s goal of increasing its online 
presence, Olusola applied insights and 
best practices gained during SheTrades 
Commonwealth webinars on Google My 
Business, Instagram, and WhatsApp. The 
digital marketing efforts paid off as OSC 
Ltd in two ways: first, OSC saw the number 
of enquiries increased from 40% pre-COVID 
to 55% during the crisis, and second, the 
company recorded higher conversion rate of 
inquiries to actual sales – from 0 – 5% before 
the pandemic, to 15% during the pandemic.

With her business experiencing an uptick, 
Olusola’s company distributed 5,000 masks to 
local women in the poorer suburbs of Lagos 
to sell and earn an income during the crisis. 

“SheTrade Commonwealth’s training 
supported OSC throughout the pandemic 
and even allowed me and my staff to upskill. 
We are now better equipped to operate OSC 
Ltd and OSC College of Fashion digitally – and 

our goal of internationalising the business 
seems more attainable now”, shared Olusola 
Babatunde.



CONNECTING THREE MILLION WOMEN TO MARKET BY 2021

Women’s economic empowerment is not a matter for government policy, the private 
sector, or social change alone. All have critical roles to play. 

This is why the International Trade Centre (ITC) launched the SheTrades initiative, which 
seeks to connect three million women entrepreneurs to market by 2021.

#SheTrades


