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Global growth is increasingly derived from 
the technological advancement. 
Information and Communication 
Technology (ICT) sector is one of the key 
avenues for entrepreneurial ventures and 
job creation in both developed and 
developing economies. Pakistan is no 
exception. The digital entrepreneurship 
ecosystem has gained traction in the 
country in the past decade. It is showcasing 
potential in innovation; and growing 
commercial viability is attracting 
conventional capital in it.     

With a population of over 200 million, 
Pakistan has 167 million cellular and 83 
million broadband subscriptions1. It has one 
of the highest rates of mobile penetration 
in South Asia at nearly 74 percent due to 
availability of cheap smartphones and the 
relatively low cost of 3G/4G services2. The 
digital infrastructure penetration is making 
financial inclusion possible for a large pool 
of population that has traditionally 
remained out of the formal financial 
system. There are around 200,000 active 
mobile banking agents and 18-19 million 
digital wallets, as per the latest State Bank 

of Pakistan (SBP) data. 

The public sector is slowly recognizing the 
importance of digital tools’ deployment to 
improve  productivity and to enhance  
service delivery. The private sector is 
increasingly using the technological tools 
for operational e�ciencies, designing, 
marketing and other services. Thus, 
growing demand, internet penetration, and 
branchless banking transactions, and policy 
developments (technology parks, 
incubators and accelerators) are creating 
opportunities for  entrepreneurs and 
businesses to explore the country’s largely 
untapped IT market. 

Sector Context

Information Technology (IT) is one of the 
fastest growing sectors in Pakistan, 
contributing about 1 percent of GDP at 
about $3.5 billion3.  Internet access for 
individuals has increased from 8 percent in 
2010 to 15.5 percent in 20174. The sector is 
characterised by more than 7,000 IT 
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5 Digital Pakistan Policy http://moib.gov.pk/Downloads/Policy/DIGITAL_PAKISTAN_POLICY(22-05-2018).pdf
6 Pakistan Software Houses Association for IT and ITES
7 SBP Data 
8 SBP Data
9 Online Labor Index published in 2017 by Oxford Internet Institute (OII)

companies; over 300,000 IT professionals with 
expertise in current and emerging IT products and 
technologies5;  with an addition of over 23,000 IT 
graduates every year6; and a budding startup culture. 
Within the tech spectrum, export of 
“telecommunications, computer, and information 
services” (referred to here as ‘ICT exports’) is integral. 
ICT exports have multiplied three times over the last 
decade, touching the highest ever at $1.44 billion in 
FY20 compared to $1.19 billion in FY197. Their share in 
total export of services has grown from 7-8 percent to 
over 20 percent in the last 10 years. Since 2017, 
computer software exports are the largest contributor 

to IT exports, followed by software consultancy and 
low value-add segments like computer services and 
call centers8. Pakistan Software Export Board (PSEB) 
o�ers the opportunity to entities focusing on  IT and 
IT-enabled services (ITeS), including techs startups, to 
register and avail exclusive benefits and incentives 
associated with PSEB registration. 

Pakistan is also ranked number four in the world for 
freelance development and has been able to carve a 
prominent position in the Business Process 
Outsourcing (BPO) segment9. 

Besides impressive growth in IT exports in the past few 
years, ecommerce has also performed staggeringly 
well in recent times. The segment grew by 92 percent, 
estimated at Rs99 billion in FY18 versus Rs44 billion in 

FY1710. The number of registered e-commerce 
merchants has risen by 2.6 times and e-commerce 
payments have surged 2.3 times since FY1711.  
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This area has also been of key interest to the 
entrepreneurs. Startups operating in core digital space 
with sophisticated IT services and solutions are still 
much fewer than startups that are digitally enabled or 
electronically selling and buying goods and services.

Digital Entrepreneurship - 
Barriers & Opportunity 

While Pakistan’s digital startup ecosystem has grown 
significantly in the recent years, many challenges 
persist. Besides the conventional startup challenges 
like access to capital, funding and investment, gaps in 
government policies, and gender divide - the digital 
startup space is also confronted with IT sector specific 
issues. Tech startups would scale if the IT sector 
dynamics are in favor. 

Similarly, Pakistan's IT sector and the startup space lag 
behind its regional peers. South Asian growth in ICT is 
led by India, while Sri Lanka, Nepal, and Bangladesh 
also tread ahead of Pakistan. Relative comparison of 
Pakistan’s ICT exports is not impressive as it comes 
from a small base, while its peers have grown their IT 
export base exponentially. Also, India started its IT and 
digitization e�orts much earlier than Pakistan – as 

early as late 60s with growth picking up staggeringly 
with the economic reforms in 199112.  Indian 
entrepreneurial ventures including tech startups   have 
global presence. However, this development did not 
happen overnight; it was fueled by knowledge and 
skills development, upward mobility in the value chain, 
and growing international interest in India as an 
emerging market. 

Global statistics also show where the country stands 
in relative terms. Pakistan ranks the weakest on the 
ICT adoption sub index in the Global Competitiveness 
Index for 201913.  The country’s position on the Global 
Connectivity Index (GCI) is also amongst the worst due 
to below average investment in IT, telecoms, and 
bandwidth and low internet penetration14. The Digital 
Adoption Index that measures countries’ digital 
adoption across three dimensions of the economy: 
people, government, and business15 also puts Pakistan 
among the weakest. Also lamentable is the fact that 
Pakistan has not been able to carve a place in 
ecommerce cross-border sales and exports like India or 
even Bangladesh. 

On the policy front, the absence of sector-level 
strategic growth plan has  compromised investment 
prospects in the IT sector. Although fiscal and 
non-fiscal incentives have been provided recently to 
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10 E-commerce- A plausible solution to Pakistan’s economic woes KCCI
11 E-COMMERCE POLICY FRAMEWORK OF PAKISTAN 
http://www.commerce.gov.pk/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Draft-E-Commerce-Policy-Framework-Final-23-8-19.pdf
12 https://www.indiastudychannel.com/resources/151102-History-Of-Information-Technology-In-India-
And-Why-The-Recent-Boom-In-It-Sector-In-India-.aspx
13 The Global Competitiveness Report 2019 
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_TheGlobalCompetitivenessReport2019.pdf
14 Huawei Global Connectivity Index 2019 https://www.huawei.com/minisite/gci/en/country-profile-pk.html
15 World Bank https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/wdr2016/Digital-Adoption-Index
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Women & Tech Startups  

Women around the world are increasingly  using 
technology and adapting it to their needs. Ecommerce 
can particularly help entrepreneurs help 
entrepreneurs, especially women in developing 
nations' to overcome the usual market access and 
network challenges as internet-based enterprises can 
be operated at a very small scale16. Moreover, 
e-commerce also reduces the cost associated with 
geographic distances, which implies potential gains 
for ' Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) 

(including women owned/led enterprises) as they can 
go global more easily17. With digital technology, 
women have been able to expand economic activity 
and increase outreach at a minimal cost.

However, gender disparity in Pakistan has a 
significantly low ranking in the Global Gender Gap 
Index 2020, only ahead of Iraq and Yemen – with 
limited economic opportunities for women18. Despite 
improvement over time, only half of the female 
population is literate, compared with 72.5 percent of 
male population19. Female labour force participation 
stands at only 20.1 percent20. Only 1 percent of women 
are engaged in entrepreneurial activities as opposed to 

16 E-COMMERCE POLICY FRAMEWORK OF PAKISTAN http://www.commerce.gov.pk/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/
Draft-E-Commerce-Policy-Framework-Final-23-8-19.pdf
17 ibid
18 WEF Global Gender Gap Report 2020, http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2020.pdf
19 Labour Force Survey 2017-18 http://www.pbs.gov.pk/sites/default/files//Labour%20Force/publications/
lfs2017_18/Annual%20Report%20of%20LFS%202017-18.pdf
20 Refined activity rate is the currently active population expressed as a percentage of the population 10 years and 
above. This rate enables international comparison by factoring in the e�ect of age composition. (Labour Force 
Survey 2017-18) http://www.pbs.gov.pk/sites/default/files//Labour%20Force/publications/
lfs2017_18/Annual%20Report%20of%20LFS%202017-18.pdf

Zero income tax 
on IT exports till 

June 2025

100 percent equity 
ownership allowed 
to foreign investors

Three-year tax holiday 
for PSEB registered IT 

startups Tax holiday for 
venture capital funds 

till 2024.

Exemption from sales 
tax on export of IT 

services from 
Islamabad and other 

federal territories

Zero Income tax for 
PSEB registered IT 

start-ups

100 percent 
repatriation of capital 

and dividends 
allowed

IT Companies 
allowed to open 

Foreign 
Exchange 

Accounts in 
Pakistan

Exemption for a period of three 
years from Income Tax, 

Minimum Tax and Withholding 
Tax for PSEB registered and 

certified IT startups that are 
o�ering technology driven 

products and services

Fiscal and non-fiscal incentives for IT industry

boost exports, tech startups, venture capital funding 
etc. (See Table 1), the IT sector has been unable  to lure 
in foreign tech companies that would  spur high 
growth. However, three key policy documents have 
been developed recently (Digital Pakistan Policy 2018; 
E-Commerce Policy Framework 2019; National 
Payments Strategy 2019), which are steps in the right 
direction. 

Despite some progress, IT-related procurements and 
contracts have not been centralised. There is 

ambiguity regarding digital security and, data 
protection - this  weakens the regulatory regime and 
hinders the ability of global ecommerce platforms as 
well as IT companies to operate in Pakistan. Moreover, 
The Personal Data Protection Act Bill has not been 
finalized. Similarly, international payment solutions 
like PayPal or tax incentives to enhance Digital 
Financial Service (DFS) penetration remain 
unaddressed - though e�orts  have been made by the 
central bank lately.
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21 percent of men21. Majority of women entrepreneurs 
are operating in the informal (MSMEs) space, and the 
concentration of women led businesses is confined to 
traditional female sectors such as textiles, beauty, 
food, agriculture and vocational training. 

In the tech startup space, women entrepreneurs 
continue to face discrimination in opportunities and 
benefits o�ered by ICTs due to lack of access, 
resources, skills, and education. A key barrier for 
women entrepreneurs in the tech space is 
under-representation in tech knowledge and 
education. Currently, gender disparity is worst for 
women in digital/STEM careers in Pakistan. Only 16 
percent of female computer science graduates are 
working versus 83 percent men22.  

However, the rise of women-led startups in the last 
few years in the tech-space is a silver lining. 
Technology is enabling  women entrepreneurs in 
Pakistan. With the rising variety of women led small 
and medium enterprises seen operating online, many 
women-led startups are creating opportunities by 
using digital technology. These startups are mostly 

focusing on areas like e-commerce and retail – 
particularly  clothing, fashion, accessories, food and 
catering, salon services, event management, health, 
and education services23.

While there is no o�cial data to show the number of 
women-led startups, the startup.pk directory shows 
that 20 percent of the startups are founded or 
co-founded by women24. Also, the rising engagement 
of the stakeholders is an indication of growth. 
Competitions, awards, donor-led challenges, 
investment by multiple national and international 
corporations are examples of these interventions 
bearing fruit. Also, the share of women tech startups 
in raising investment is improving, albeit slowly. Most 
women-led startups that have  attracted investment 
belong to  e-commerce sector, health and health-tech, 
and education and ed-tech25.

There is also a rise in international as well as private 
sector initiatives to support women entrepreneurs 
especially in the tech space – recent developments are 
shown in the Box 126.  

21 Invest2innovate Pakistan Startup Ecosystem Report 2019 http://invest2innovate.com/peer2019/
22 Women’s Economic Participation And Empowerment In Pakistan Status Report 2016 
https://www2.unwomen.org/-/media/field%20o�ce%20eseasia/docs/publications/2016/05/pk-wee-status-report
-lowres.pdf?la=en&vs=5731
23 SheConnects – Tech enabled Women Entrepreneurship in Pakistan http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/pakistan
/14978.pdf 
24 https://www.startup.pk/startup-list/
25 Invest2innovate Pakistan Startup Ecosystem Report 2019 http://invest2innovate.com/peer2019/
26 Table derived from information in http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/pakistan/14978.pdf
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Private Sector and International Women
Entrepreneurship Initiatives in Pakistan

SheLovesTech (2019)  a global platform for international tech companies, investors, 
entrepreneurs, startups, and consumers to promote technology for women and by women. It 
recently held a competition in Pakistan and provided winning business grants, and an opportunity to 
compete in a global challenge. SheLovesTech has till date disseminated 350+ hours of training and 
more than 100 hours of mentorship.

#SheMeansBusiness Programme (2019)  launched by Facebook in partnership with Lahore 
Women’s Chamber of Commerce is to provide women entrepreneurs with tools, resources, training, 
and guidance to run a successful online business.  

WeCreate Center:  It is a community center in Islamabad for women interested in 
entrepreneurial ventures. The center provides mentoring, training, a networking platform, access to 
media, markets, and capital along with the technological tools and resources needed for developing 
businesses.

Women in TechPk:  Women community o�ering a platform to discuss professional and 
career-related issues, seek advice, find mentors and, forge organisational alliances and individual 
collaborations. 

WE-NET:  Pakistan Women Entrepreneurs Network for Trade (WE-NET) is a representative platform 
for women entrepreneurs in trade of goods and services being established with the support of World 
Bank Group Pakistan.

Karandaaz Women Ventures:  Previously known as the Women Entrepreneurship Challenge - 
a flagship annual initiative of Karandaaz,  provides growth capital and business development support 
to women led businesses to demonstrate their commercial viability for investment and making their 
portfolio bankable. 

Financial Inclusion of Women Challenge (FIWC) & Digital Financial Solutions: 
Through this focused challenge, Karandaaz seeks to support solutions to address the critical issue of 
women missing out on opportunities otherwise possible through their financial inclusion such as 
having agency over money, savings, and access to credit.  The program  aimed at increasing use of 
tech by  women to  increase their economic participation.

The following section looks at the case of Web Work 
Solution (Pvt) Limited – a startup with strong female 
leadership. Founded in 2015, WebWorks was selected 
by Karandaaz to be part of Women Entrepreneurship 
Challenge 2018 cohort, which is a flagship initiative of 
the organisation, funded by FCDO. It provides growth 
capital to women-led businesses to demonstrate their 

commercial viability for investment and making their 
portfolio bankable. The e�orts are expected to 
improve access to finance for women and motivate 
banks and other financial institutions to develop 
financial products customised to the needs of women 
led businesses.

B
ox

 1.

Note: This is not an exhaustive list
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WebWorks – 
Identifying the Right 
Niche

Fatin Gondal is an aspiring story for 
women-led tech startups. Her 
venture, Web Work Solution (Pvt) 
Limited (WebWorks) has built a 
reputation for delivering high-quality, 
custom-built digital e-commerce 
platforms in the retail sector in a 
short span of time.

Digital Potential in Pakistan
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A Bachelor of Arts graduate from McGill, Fatin Gondal 
returned to Pakistan in 2013 and joined Rocket 
Internet. Ecommerce was a budding sector at that 
time, and her two-year experience as Communication 
and Marketing Manager at Rocket Internet  developed 
her understanding of ecommerce from both  front and 
back-end perspective. 

WebWorks was co-founded by Fatin Gondal and her  
colleague Adam Gahznavi in 2015. Both Fatin and 
Adam left their jobs at Rocket Internet to start a 
business on their own terms. It took them a few 
months of brainstorming to identify a gap in the 
market for managed e-commerce services as retail 
brands hustled to make online presence. The market 
was new and growing. There was dearth of 
experienced resources with understanding of 
international practices in the segment. Fatin was 
young with relevant experience, together with her 
business partner they ventured into a new territory.  
WebWorks did not want to be another website 
designing and development service provider or a 
dedicated software development company, which 
were plenty in the market already. It identified the 
niche to provide one-stop solution - designing, 
developing, managing, marketing to logistics and 
customer service – all ecommerce operations under 
one roof for retail brands.

Fatin was confident of the model as WebWorks was 
able to muster a small team that had a strong 
e-commerce operations background. Today, what sets 
WebWorks apart is its ecommerce DNA. WebWorks 
experience puts it in a unique position to address pain 
points and o�er optimised e-commerce solutions to 
retailers, as well as develop their own products to 
facilitate the e-commerce ecosystem.
 
A tech startup normally requires a relatively small 
initial investment, which helped Fatin in setting up 
WebWorks with personal savings of up to Rs1 million. 
WebWorks started operations in 2015 with five people 
and today the company employs over 60 individuals. 
The company on average deals with 20 plus retail 
brands at one point in time. Initially, WebWorks did not 
invest in marketing – business was generated from  
strong sales pitches and word of mouth. Being one of 
the early entrants in the retail sector for ecommerce 
solutions, WebWorks has been able to work with big 
names including Sana Safinaz, Khaadi, Nishat, 
Generation, Bareeze, which has given the firm a 
competitive edge. WebWorks mainly use on Magento 
Solutions, a leading global open-source ecommerce 
platform for retailers, and was recognised for the 
fastest deployment in the world.  The company has 
seen revenue growth of over 900 percent in 5 years of 
its operational history.

Association with Karandaaz

Fatin gives credit to her vibrant team for securing large 
contracts. WebWorks uses the best tools and standard 
operating procedures (SOPs) for continuously 
generating lowest cost per order and best return on 
investments (ROIs). However, since WebWorks does 
not have the muscle of large corporates operating in 
the same space, some clients exploited Fatin by 
backing out of the contractual obligations and 
payments. 

Apart from such incidences, Fatin realised that she 
needed capital for scaling up her business. WebWorks 
was getting inquiries internationally for website 
development work, but she could not proceed as the 
company was unable to meet prerequisites on costly 
international certifications. Due to excessive collateral 
requirements, Fatin could not secure a loan from a 
commercial financial institution.  Also, Fatin feared 
becoming indebted in a volatile interest rate 
environment. This is where Karandaaz’s financial 
product for women led businesses proved to be a 
suitable instrument to support business growth.

Fatin came across Karandaaz Women 
Entrepreneurship Challenge advertisement in a 
newspaper. She was among the eight ventures that 
received business development support and 
Karandaaz funding in 2018. With the investment from 
Karandaaz, she plans on launching operations 
internationally, in addition to fulfilling working capital 
needs of the business. The non-financial aspects of 
support from Karandaaz included intensive trainings 
that helped Fatin streamline her business structure 
and understand the importance and benefits of  
digitization of business transactions. 

In three years of the funding, WebWorks intends to 
attract international clients while expanding its web 
development portfolio  in the local market through a 
wider range of clients and more comprehensive 
e-commerce solutions. Going forward, Fatin has 
planned more aggressive in-house product 
development as well as forging global partnerships to 
penetrate the international market.

Challenges and Roadblocks 

 Fatin’s journey has not been without impediments. 
Gender roles in Pakistan are entrenched and limited to 
traditional sectors deemed appropriate for females. 
Even in the IT sector, which involves higher education 
and sophisticated skills, Fatin experienced gender 
discrimination at various levels.
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 Prospective clients and investors did not take a female 
leader seriously and preferred to engage with male 
colleagues to discuss matters like technology, finance, 
and investments. 

Fatin also faced similar attitude within her own 
organisation. Initially,  accepting Fatin as one of the 
bosses was a daunting task for a male dominated 
team and  technical queries  were directed to Adam. 
Despite her achievements in the last 4 years, Fatin 
Gondal continues to face misogynistic attitudes even 
today. According to her, women are seldom given high 
profile assignments or due credit, which prevents 
them from rising to senior positions in the sector. Fatin 
attributes her success to the ability to deal with 
pressure, ignore the noise and  focus on her work 
diligently. 
 
As the business grew, WebWorks hired more people 
leading to a conducive and encouraging work culture 
in the organization. However, female employees 
remain a minority at WebWorks, as is the case at 
sector level. An obstacle that Fatin has been facing is 
the dearth of female talent in the sector. Most women 
in the organisation are part of the design team and the 
company has no female software developer. However, 
the company aims to create at least 300 more jobs 
with a special focus on hiring and supporting women 
in technology in the next 5-10 years.
Future Plans

Karandaaz with its financial, and technical business 
development support has helped WebWorks take the 
big leap towards going global and bring precious 
international remittance  in the country as export 
proceeds. The business development trainings, 
relevant mentorship and capital has readied 
WebWorks for commercial funding in the future. 

While WebWorks has been working with open source 
e-commerce platforms, it has also started developing 
its own back-end e-commerce technologies and 
custom products to expand into the e-commerce 
space.  E-commerce is WebWorks strongest suit and 
will continue to be the focus in form of 
customer-focused and strategic digital retail solutions.

Fatin is now also looking to branch out into new areas 
under WebWorks umbrella. One area that she believes 
has a lot of scope is e-commerce software consultancy. 
Software consultancy overall has become very 
promising; software consultancy service exports have 
witnessed a CAGR of 43 percent between FY13-FY19 and 
its share in total ICT exports has risen from 10 percent 
in FY15 to 30 percent in FY19.

Conclusion and 
Recommendations

The case of WebWorks and Fatin Gondal’s struggle 
provides key insights into how the women-led 
business can rise through the choppy waters and 
succeed in tech space.  Following are some 
recommendations to increase women 
entrepreneurship and startups in the field of 
technology:
  
1. The proportion of women having digital skills 

compared to men is perceived to be quite low 
in Pakistan, which prevents them from 
adopting  technology in digital 
entrepreneurship. Presence of women in 
specialised areas that precondition higher 
level education will grow with increase in 
female graduates in Science, Technology, 

Digital Potential in Pakistan
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Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) subjects. 
Developing the passion and introducing and 
exposing young women to STEM subjects and 
opportunities at an early stage and university 
level will help address some 
underrepresentation. Co-operation between 
IT universities and business enterprises, digital 
skills apprenticeships for women and 
mentorship, financial support, and other 
technical/non-technical support can 
potentially clear the path toward digital 
entrepreneurship for women. 

2. Women also have less access to other digital 
learning platforms. Facilitation in the form of 
dedicated programs can increase the uptake 
of technology, which can indirectly boost their 
responsiveness to entrepreneurial 
opportunities. For example, digital divide has 
been badly exposed during coronavirus, 
impacting females harder because of their 
limited access to internet and smart devices. 
In addition, new opportunities like digital 
health and remote learning/education have 
cropped up amid the pandemic, where 
women can monetize their skills better if they 

are better connected to digital technology.

3. Government-focused programmes and 
schemes dedicated for women-led tech 
startups can also be an impetus in shifting 
women led businesses from conventional 
sectors into more technology related sectors. 

4. Tech startups and technology- enabled 
entrepreneurship both rely on digital tools like 
a website, smartphone app, telecom, online 
platforms or complicated management 
systems like ERP, supply chain management, 
payroll, funding etc. Equal access to these 
facilities through workshops and trainings for 
the adoption of digital tools will give a push to 
digitally enabled entrepreneurship

5. Finally, the wider ecosystem support, 
including Karandaaz, will need to strengthen 
and increase the financial and technical 
support instruments available as well as 
promote women role models, women IT 
experts and IT leaders to encourage aspiring 
female entrepreneurs.
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KARANDAAZ PAKISTAN is a Section 42 company established in August 2014 and focuses on fostering 
economic growth and creating jobs through  financial inclusion of unbanked individuals and unserved 
enterprises, with a special focus on women and youth. The company has four verticals:

Karandaaz Pakistan receives funding from the United Kingdom’s 
Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO) and 
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation (BMGF).

We encourage disruptive 
approaches to address challenges 
in the �inancial inclusion space 
through the Innovation Challenge 
Fund, and support women 
entrepreneurs by providing 
customized �inancial instruments 
and business development 
support through the Women 
Ventures initiative.


