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Abstract  

This study examines the role of women entrepreneurs in sustainable economic development. This study employs 

descriptive survey design while judgmental sampling technique was used to select five hundred and fifty (550) 

women entrepreneurs from three thousand eight hundred (3,800) women entrepreneurs that registered with 

Small and Medium Enterprises Development Agency of Nigeria in South-Western Nigeria. Mean, frequency, 

simple percentage, and Chi-Square were used to analyze data. Results indicate that the positive attitude of 

women towards entrepreneurship has improved the family standard of living, and the rate of poverty has 

reduced tremendously, while women's entrepreneurial activities have assisted in creating employment for 

youths. Therefore, the study recommends that the government should establish a financial institution that will 

provide interest-free loans to active, energetic women entrepreneurs rather than engaging in the "Trader-Moni 

scheme" by given interest-free loans to the selected market women across the country. Also, the government 

should put a policy in place that will ease cultural influence on women entrepreneurs and encouraging more 

women to start businesses in industries with greater growth potential. 
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Introduction  

Nigeria is known to be the most populous country and the greatest economics on the continent and it is 

considered as an African American powerhouse. With rich natural resources and a young, lively population of 

about 200 million individuals in 2018, according to IMF, Nigeria ranks as the 7th most populous country in the 

world, her blessed with abundant resources. Despite these signs of greatness, Nigeria is yet to locate her legs 

among the committees of Nations, while poverty, insurgency, unemployment, and lack of accountability 

continue to take its toll on the country and make life insecure for the ordinary fellow citizens. Okoye and Eze 

(2010) note that poverty among Nigerian people was devastating to the extent which Nigeria was ranked among 

the poorest countries in the world by the World Bank. Women entrepreneurship has therefore been 

acknowledged as a strategy for sustainable economic growth and development globally with regards to 

employment generation, wealth creation, and poverty alleviation. According to Adersua and Woldie (2004), over 

50 percent of all businesses in advanced economies are made and owned by women entrepreneurs. Abimbola 

(2011) also reiterates that women entrepreneurs have been recognized as the engine rooms of the socio-

economic development of African regions. In the same vein, World Bank (2013) also concurs with previous 

studies that women entrepreneurs in SMEs are the engine of growth and development in both developed and 

developing economies, capable of fostering sustainable growth, particularly in developing countries. In a similar 

study, Porter, Schwab, and Sachs (2000) also note that a rise in the number of women entrepreneurs involved 

with starting a new business venture is germane for the country's long term economic growth. Despite their 

support to sustainable economic development, women bedeviled from challenges, which prevent them from 

fully exploiting their potentials, particularly in Nigeria. Sajuyigbe and Fadeyibi (2017) also confirm that women 

entrepreneurs are still lagging behind their male counterparts with regard to access to opportunities and assets 

ownership. Given the right type of support and also a favourable environment, women entrepreneurs can 

contribute much more than what they're contributing today towards sustainable economic development 

(Sajuyigbe and Fadeyibi, 2017). 

Statement of the Problem.  

Female entrepreneurs in Nigeria have been constrained by finance accessibility, patriarchal bias, sex 

stereotyping, and cultural belief. Akpodono (2016) argues that women who are over 50 percent of the total 
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population have been marginalized from exploiting their potentials in Nigeria. For instance, many women find 

it extremely difficult to raise funds from financial institutions, some are barred from engaging in a business 

venture, while some are restricted to be a full housewife. Sajuyigbe and Fadeyibi (2017) also re-affirm that 

women entrepreneurs have been disadvantaged from exploiting their abilities due to cultural beliefs, illiteracy, 

and deficiency of access to finance and patriarchal bias. Equally, Amuchie and Asotibe (2015) also reiterate that 

women over the years in Nigeria have been battling with the problem of marginalization in all ramifications.  

Based on this background, this study seeks to examine the role of female entrepreneurs in SMEs in sustainable 

economic development in the Southwest of Nigeria.  

Specific Objectives 

The specific objectives of this study are: 

i. to examine the major biographic factors of women entrepreneurs in SME.s  

ii. to evaluate the supports of women entrepreneurs in SMEs to sustainable development 

iii. to identify the factors mitigating the performance of females entrepreneurs in SMEs 

Research Questions 

The following questions shall be the focus of this study; 

i. What are the major biographic factors of women entrepreneurs in SMEs? 

ii. What are the supports of women entrepreneurs in SMEs to development? 

iii.  What are the key factors mitigating the performance of women entrepreneurs in SMEs?  

Concept of Entrepreneurship 

There is no consensus definition of entrepreneurship among scholars, many scholars define entrepreneurship 

from different perspectives. For instance, Timmons (1989) sees entrepreneurship as a way of generating value 

from noting. In another study, Stevenson and St-Onge (2005) also see entrepreneurship as a way of having an 

immeasurable wealth. Similarly, Tijani-Alawiye (2004) also defines entrepreneurship as a way of adding to the 

exiting entrepreneurs who can run enterprises successfully. In a similar study, Hisrich, Peters, and Shepherd 

(2010) define entrepreneurship as a way of creating something valuable by exerting the necessary effort. In the 

same vein, Aruwa (2004) defines entrepreneurship as the ability of an entrepreneur to bear the risk and combine 

all factors of production so as produce goods and services. Baba (2013) also defines entrepreneurship as the act 

of starting a business venture in an organizing manner and bearing the risks in order to make a profit through 

the entrepreneurial skills acquired. Similarly, Ojeifo (2013) also defines entrepreneurship as the voluntary 

willingness and the ability of an entrepreneur to identify an opportunity and exploit such an opportunity to 

produce goods and services for public consumption.  

The Role of Women Entrepreneurs in Sustainable Economic Development 

In developing economies, women have increased their labour force involvement. Women participation in 

business venture and self-employment have become a visible and important trend in Africa. For example, in 

Zambia, a sizable number of women entrepreneurs owning over 200 firms provided employment for the youths 

(ILO, 2003). In Tanzania, over one thousand unemployed youths were engaged by women entrepreneurs with a 

full-time job. (ILO, 2003). In Ethiopia, ILO. (2003) indicates that women entrepreneurs provided employment for 

a sizeable number of people. Findings from Nigeria also shows that women entrepreneurs provided employment 

for thousands of graduates (Ayogu and Agu, 2015). Jalbert (2002) also confirms that women are the engine 

room for sustainable economic growth and development. Yesufu (2000) also postulates that no nation can 

achieve a high degree of development without the participation of the women. This implies that women's 

entrepreneurship is growing in developing nations as well. The implication of this finding is that women 

represent an essential source of sustainable economic development in these developing economies. 

Challenges Facing Women Entrepreneurs 
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Empirical results from prior studies on the challenges confronting women entrepreneurs are, for example, Samiti 

(2006) finds that competition in the current market, insufficient access to the current market, insufficient access 

to raw materials, lack of capital or fund, lack of marketing knowledge, lack of production or storage space, poor 

infrastructure, insufficient capacity source and the lack of commercial training and the lack of social acceptability 

are the significant factors impacting women entrepreneurs. In his study Mayoux (2001), notice that poor financial 

management, liquidity issues, management inexperience and incompetence, issues in coping with inflation 

along with other external economic conditions, bad or non-existent books, and records, sales and advertising 

difficulties, staffing, problems with trade unions, the failure to seek specialist advice, limited social and 

commercial networks, a minimal amount of demand from the area economics, the value and system of tenure 

for home, restrictions on access to finance, lack of work experience and skills, and lack of role models are 

important factors that limit the ability of women entrepreneurs to take benefit of the opportunities available to 

them in their environment.  

World Bank (2013) finds that women entrepreneurs are influenced by lack of abilities, bureaucracy and red tape, 

lack of accessibility to info and knowledge, problems in accessing financial resources/lack of capital, lack of 

accessibility to investment, and cultural differences. According to Nwoye (2007), women have historically been 

disadvantaged in accessing not only material resources such as credit and land but have been deprived of 

resources such as education, market info, and contemporary technology.  

Theoretical Review.  

This study is rooted in the anthropological theory that postulates that cultural norms and beliefs may positively 

affect a person's value system and help him to develop entrepreneurial skills for economic power (Akpodono, 

2016). The anthropological theory claims that a new enterprise is created by the influence of one's culture. Botha, 

Nieman, and Van (2008) also confirm that practices lead to an entrepreneurial attitudes like innovation that also 

leads to enterprise creation behaviour. In Nigeria, culture, norms, and value of people influence women 

entrepreneurs. For instance, women are not allowed to work, discourage female education, women's restrictions 

to particular Job and women's participation in politics are prohibited in some portions of the country (Akpodono, 

2016). The emphasis put on cultural values relative to women has a way of enhancing her entrepreneurial 

behaviour and performance (Akpodono, 2016). 

Methodology  

This analysis utilizes descriptive survey design while judgemental sampling procedure was utilized to select five 

hundred and fifty (550) women entrepreneurs in SMEs from the total population of three thousand eight 

hundred (3,800) women entrepreneurs who enrolled with Small and Medium Enterprises Development Agency 

of Nigeria in the Southwest of Nigeria. A structured questionnaire utilizing an evaluation scale of 1-5 was 

administered. The instruments utilized in this study were submitted to a panel of experts at the Institute for 

Entrepreneurship and Development Studies, Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife, Nigeria for validation. 

Descriptive statistics were utilized to analyze the information. Mean, frequency percentage, and Chi-Square was 

utilized to examine information. 

Data Analysis, Results and Discussion 

Demographic profile of respondents  

The demographic profile of women entrepreneurs chosen for the analysis included questions regarding their 

age, marital, educational history, and their years of experience. Results discover that 25 percent of respondents 

are between 20 -- 24years, 27 per-cents is between 25-29 decades, 28 percent is between 30-34years whilst 

only 20 percent is over 35 decades. This means that most women entrepreneurs in Oyo State are young, full of 

energy, and active. The implication of this finding is that they can contribute meaningfully to sustainable 

economic development with regards to employment generation, poverty alleviation, and wealth creation. The 

data discover that many respondents are married; 41% and 59% are single. The study also discovers that only 

four percent of the respondents had primary education, 6% had secondary education, 24.5percent had 

professional education, while 75. 4 percent had tertiary education. This means that the majority of women 

entrepreneurs had formal education with years of experience.  
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Characteristics of women entrepreneurs in SMEs  

The following tables depict the characteristics of women entrepreneurs in SMEs by family size, sector, the 

number of employees, legal ownership status of the business, reasons to start their own business, and source of 

skill for starting the enterprise.  

Family size 

Table 1. Family sizes of respondents 

Item  Number  Percentage  

Family Size : 

Less than 3  102 25.18 

3-5 155 38.28 

More than 5 148 36.54 

Total  405 100 

 

It might be deduced from Table 1 that one 3rd of respondents 155(38.28%) have a family size of between 3 and 

5. 148(36.54%) of the respondents have a family size of greater than 5 while remaining 102(25.18%) of the 

respondents have a household size of less than 3. This means that females are important to sustainable 

development and quality of life with their economic contributions to the household particularly and to society 

generally.  

Sector  

Table 2. Sectors respondents engaged in. 

Item  Number  Percentage  

Sector  

Trading  108 26.7 

Production  60 14.9 

Education  67 16.5 

Handicrafts 59 14.5 

Services 71 17.6 

Agriculture  40 9.8 

Total  405 100 

 

It may be deduced from Table 2 that most of the respondents 108 (26.7%) are engaged in buying and selling. 

71 (17.5%) of respondents engaged in the service sector, 67 (16.5%) of respondents engaged in teaching 

solutions, 60(14.9%) of respondents engaged in production and distribution, whereas artisanship and agro- 

allied take the remaining 14.5percent and 9.8% correspondingly. This means that women take part in all sectors. 

This can be the reason why BBC reports on Feb 2017 that Nigerian has the highest number of women 

entrepreneurs in the world. 

Number of employees 
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Table 3. Number of employees hired. 

Item  Number  Percentage  

Number of employees in each enterprise 

Less than 5 20 4.9 

6-10 50 12.4 

11-15 120 29.6 

More than 15 215 53.1 

Total  405 100 

 

Table 3 shows that many of the respondents 215(53.1%) hire more than 15 workers in their enterprise. 120 

(29.6%) of respondents agree that they hire from 11 to 15 workers in their enterprise, whereas 50 (12.4%) and 

20 (4.9%) responded that they employed between 6 and10 and significantly less than 5 workers in their 

enterprise correspondingly. This connotes that women entrepreneurs are employers of labour. This analysis 

corroborates Ayogu and Agu (2015) findings that women entrepreneurs offer employment for tens of thousands 

of graduates in Nigeria.  

Legal ownership status of the institution 

Table 4. Legal ownership of the enterprise 

Item  Number  Percentage  

Legal ownership status of the establishment 

 

Sole ownership 120 29.6 

Joint ownership/Partnership 30 7.4 

Family business 202 49.9 

Cooperative 43 10.6 

Other  10 2.5 

Total  405 100 

 

It may be deduced from Table 4 that bulk, 202 (49.9%) of the respondents created their enterprise through the 

family business, followed closely by sole proprietorship business, while 43 (10.6%), 30(7.4%) and 10(2.5%) of 

respondents established their enterprise through combined, joint ownership along with other correspondingly. 

This suggests that all women engaged in the family-owned business.  

Reasons to start own Business  

Table 5. Reason for Starting own Business 

Item  Number  Percentage  

Reasons for stating own business 

Family tradition 15 3.7 

To be self-employed 142 35.1 

Brings high income 101 24.5 
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Small investment is required 30 7.4 

No other source of incomes 112 27.7 

Other  5 1.2 

Total  405 100 

 

Table 5 shows that nearly all women entrepreneurs (35.1%) established their very own business because they 

desire to be gainfully employed. 27.7percent of the respondents started their very own business because they'd 

no other alternative revenue source. 24.5percent of the respondents started their business purposively to earn 

a high income. Only 7. 4 percent of the respondents started their business because they believe that it required 

a small investment. These connote that woman entrepreneurs are engine space of sustainable development. 

This corroborates Uwantege and Mbabazi's (2015) position, that women assume multi-faceted functions in 

society, i.e. as the breadwinner of the family, unpaid family staff, service providers in the communities and 

mother of the family. 

Supply of skill for running your business  

Table 6. Source of skill for running your enterprise 

Item  Number  Percentage  

Through formal training 201 49.62 

From past experience 65 16.04 

From family 129 31.85 

Others 10 2.46 

Total  405 100 

 

Table 6 shows that the majority of women (49.62%) obtained the skill for running their businesses through 

formal training. 31.85percent of the respondents obtained the skill for running their businesses out of the family, 

whilst only 65 (16.04%) of respondents claimed that they acquired skill for running their business from the past 

experience. These imply that various empowerment programs initiated by both authorities and non-government 

organizations such as N power Nigeria, Leadership Training Center, The Women for Women (International) 

Initiative, Nigerian Women Foundation, Operation Hope, UNIC Foundation and Women Empowerment 

Programme and Scheme Synergy have yielded positive results by permitting women to exploit their potentials.  

Perceived supports of women entrepreneurs to economic sustainable development 

Table 7. Mean and Chi-Square results of perceived supports of women entrepreneurship to economic 

sustainable development 

Statement  N  Mean  Chi-

Square 

Remark  

Positive attitude of women towards entrepreneurship improves 

family standard of living. 

405 4.5304 124.993 

(P<.05) 

Accepted 

Per capital income increases through women entrepreneurial 

actions 

405 4.4696 117.980 

(P<.05) 

Accepted 

Gross Domestic Product of the Nigeria economics has improved 

through women Entrepreneurial actions.  

405 4.4730 110.682 

(P<.05) 

Accepted 
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Women entrepreneurship has solved problem of overpopulation 

in urban areas. 

405 4.4966 120.047 

(P<.05) 

Accepted 

Rate of Poverty has decreased due to participation of Women in 

Entrepreneurial Activities in Nigeria  

405 4.4998 121.619 

(P<.05) 

Accepted 

Women entrepreneurial actions assists in generating 

employment for youths  

405 4.4257 I03.973 

(P<.05) 

Accepted 

Women entrepreneurial actions have decreased infant mortality 

rate to the barest minimum degree. 

405 4.4189 87.676 

(P<.05) 

Accepted 

Women's entrepreneurship has improved financial inclusion and 

social inclusion tremendously  

405 4.4764 104.804 

(P<.05) 

Accepted 

Grand Mean 4.4738 

Table 7 above on perceived supports of women entrepreneurship to sustainable developmental listed in items 

1-8 falls within the real limit of agreed. This indicates that women entrepreneurship has a significant influence 

on sustainable development. Thus, the grand mean of 4.4738 and the p-value of Chi-square which is 0.000 shows 

a high level of acceptance that women entrepreneurship is an alternative paradigm to sustainable development 

in Nigeria. This implies that women entrepreneurs are an important source of economic development in Nigeria. 

The study is in line with Sajuyigbe and Fadeyibi (2016) finding, that the involvement of women in 

entrepreneurship is a catalyst to sustainable economic development. The study also supports the assertion of 

Yesufu (2000) that to take Nigeria to a high level of development without the participation of the women would 

constitute a fundamental contradiction. In another study, Jalbert (2002) also finds that in nations where women 

have advanced in entrepreneurship, economic growth has usually been steady. 

Factors mitigating women entrepreneurs' performance in MSEs 

Table 8: Mean Response Scores on factors mitigating the performance of women entrepreneurs in 

SMEs 

Statement  Obs Mean Remark  

Deficiency of financial accessibility given by Micro financing along with other 

financing institutions 

405 4.24 Accepted  

deficiency of adequate infrastructural facilities   405 3.19 Accepted 

Cultural influence 405 4.09 Accepted 

Lack of access to info exploit commercial opportunities  405 3.20 Accepted 

legal, institutional and political constraints 405 4.05 Accepted 

deficiency of assets ownership 405 3.98  

deficiency business assistants and supporters of governmental bodies  3.02  

deficiency of better and social acceptability 405 3.10 Accepted 

Lack of access to essential technology 405 4.12 Accepted 

Stiff competitions on the market area 405 3.98 Accepted 

Conflicting sex roles 405 4.17 Accepted 

Grand Mean 3.74 
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In Table 8, the large average of 3.74 that is above the criterion mean of 3 shows that respondents agreed that 

the aforementioned items are the factors impacting the performance of women entrepreneurs in the Southwest 

of Nigeria. In addition, results show that deficiency of financial accessibility given by Micro financing along with 

other financing institutions is a leading factor affecting the performance of women entrepreneurs in Nigeria, 

followed by conflicting sex roles, lack of some access to essential technology, deficiency of infrastructural 

facilities and legal, institutional and political constraints. The outcome is comparable to the report of World Bank 

(2013) that women entrepreneurs are impacted by lack of entrepreneurial, managerial and marketing abilities, 

bureaucracy and red tape, lack of accessibility to info and knowledge, problems in accessing financial 

resources/Lack of capital, lack of accessibility to investment and ethnic differences. In a comparable study, 

Mayoux (2001) affirms that competition on the current market, lack of access to the current market, lack of 

access to raw materials, lack of capital or finance, lack of marketing knowledge, lack of production/ storage 

space, inadequate infrastructure, inadequate power source and lack of business coaching, and the lack of social 

acceptability are the significant factors impacting women entrepreneurs.  

Managerial Implication of Finding 

The implication of this finding is that for female entrepreneurs in SMEs to flourish and also to attain the vision 

of sustainable development Aims of 2030, the government should provide a conducive business environment 

for SMEs in Nigeria.  

Conclusion  

The features of women entrepreneurs in SMEs bring out the fact that nearly all women entrepreneurs are young, 

full of energy and active, they engaged in all sectors and hired the proportion of youths within their enterprises. 

This connotes that women entrepreneurs are employers of labour. This is in line with the BBC report, that Nigeria 

has the maximum number of female entrepreneurs in the entire world. Findings show that most women acquired 

the skill of running their companies through training. This shows that many empowerment programs initiated 

by governmental and non - governmental organizations for female entrepreneurs have yielded favourable result. 

Findings also indicate that the positive attitude of women towards entrepreneurship has improved the family 

standard of living and the rate of poverty has reduced tremendously, while women's entrepreneurial activities 

have assisted in generating employment for youths. The result is consistent with Sajuyigbe and Fadeyibi (2016) 

that women in entrepreneurship are an alternative paradigm for poverty alleviation, job creation, and wealth 

creation. Findings also reveal that deficiency of financial accessibility given by Micro financing along with other 

financing institutions is a leading factor affecting the performance of women entrepreneurs in Nigeria, followed 

by conflicting sex roles, lack of some access to essential technology, deficiency of infrastructural facilities and 

legal, institutional and political constraints. The result is similar to World Bank (2013) report that women 

entrepreneurs in Nigeria are constrained by financial accessibility; investment accessibility and patriarchal bias.  

The study, therefore, concludes that women entrepreneurs in SMEs are a major predictor of sustainable 

development in terms of poverty alleviation, the family standard of living, generation of employment, and 

reduction of infant mortality rate, improvement in financial and social inclusion. 

Recommendations  

The following recommendations are made:  

1. The government should magnanimous to establish a free interest- loan financial institution that will 

provide interest-free loans to active energetic women entrepreneurs, rather than engaging in epileptic 

"Market-Moni scheme" whereby interest-free loans will be given to the selected perceived market women 

across the country.  

2. The government should have a policy in place that will be geared towards checking cultural influence on 

women entrepreneurs and encouraging more women to start businesses in industries with greater growth 

potential. 

3. The conducive business environment should be provided by all the three tiers of governments namely 

Federal, State, and Local so as to make SMEs thrive in Nigeria.  
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4. Vocational study centres should be established in each local government across the federation, coupled 

with the existing women empowerment programmes. This will go a long way to enable women to acquire 

entrepreneurial necessary skills needed for sustainable development in Nigeria 

Contribution to knowledge 

This study has contributed to knowledge by providing evidence that involvement of women in 

entrepreneurship is a catalyst to sustainable economic development. The findings of the study also shed more 

light on the importance of empowering women through entrepreneurial programmes as a driver for job 

creation, poverty alleviation, and wealth creation. 

Suggestion for Further Studies 

This study is limited to south western of Nigeria. In order to generalise the finding, this study should be 

replicated in the Northern and Eastern part of the country. 
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