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A majority of the people in most developing and under-developed countries stays in rural areas and earns their 
livelihoods using local resources and employment opportunities.While agriculture may have been the mainstay in many 
rural areas in the past, rural industrialization has thrown up exciting opportunities to improve the lives of individuals 

and communities.This includes industries based on agricultural produce like food processing and micro-level renewable energy development 
projects in addition to the production of goods.Unfortunately, the pace of industrialization in the rural areas has not been as fast as expected. 
Planners agree that the rural population has to have effective linkages with the industry for better development and employment opportunities.
Another must for rural industries to emerge, sustain themselves and prosper is access to the latest Information and Communication Technology.
SMEs accelerate rural industrialization by linking it with the more organized urban sector, multiplying employment opportunities for the local 
community.
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Introduction:
Rural women increasingly run their own enterprises, yet their so-
cio-economic contributions and entrepreneurial potential remain 
largely unrecognized and untapped. They are concentrated in infor-
mal, micro-size, low productivity and low-return activities.1 Enabling 
and gender responsive policies, services and business environments2 
are crucial to stimulate the start up and upgrading of women’s busi-
nesses and thereby help generate decent and productive work, 3 
achieve gender equality, reduce poverty and ensure stronger econo-
mies and societies. 

Why is action needed?
Rural women’s entrepreneurship can contribute to economic growth 
in developing countries and clearly represents an untapped potential. 
For many rural women, entrepreneurship is part of a broader liveli-
hood strategy, often undertaken on a part-time basis, and where it 
is difficult to separate production and reproduction tasks, as well as 
market and non market work.4

With few employment choices, women often start businesses in high-
ly saturated sectors, in the informal economy and in low-productivity 
and low return activities, where they benefit from little or no social 
protection.

1. Discriminatory laws, regulations and social norms 
prevent women from starting and consolidating viable 
businesses
•	 Lack of gender analysis, awareness of the issues, and political 

will can lead to discriminatory practices and gender-blind pro-
grammes and policies that perpetuate systemic barriers, fail to 
respond to women entrepreneurs’ needs and impede women’s 
empowerment.5

•	 Inequalities in rights and entitlements, whether economic, civil 
or family are a powerful source of discrimination against women, 
and can limit their access to and control over resources that are 
crucial to starting and consolidating a sustainable enterprise.6

•	 Rural women entrepreneurs are often thwarted by discriminatory 
property, family and inheritance laws and practices. Even when 
those laws and practices are equitable, women are often una-
ware of their rights to land and other productive resources or fear 
a backlash within the family or community if they claim them.

•	 Social norms and attitudes influence women’s and men’s choic-
es and opportunities. Women’s entrepreneurship is not broadly 
accepted in many societies and women face attitudinal obsta-
cles in their starting, consolidating and developing a sustainable 
business.7 Women often enter a business when they are older, di-
vorced or become household heads. Few young women see busi-
ness development as an appropriate or viable livelihood option.8

•	 Social norms and attitudes affect the implementation of laws, 
policies and programmes. Even though relevant laws and regu-
lations may not be discriminatory on paper, discrimination often 

takes place during their implementation (or lack of implementa-
tion).9

2. Women face barriers to education, training and infor-
mation 
•	 Widespread illiteracy, low levels of education and lack of training 

and business education and experience can limit the capacity of 
rural women entrepreneurs to consolidate sustainable enterpris-
es. In Bangladesh for example, 76.3% of rural women entrepre-
neurs have no formal education, and 17% cannot read or write 
and use mainly manual skills in their businesses.10

•	 Underdeveloped rural infrastructure and services for transport, 
electricity, and clean water further limit women’s access to re-
sources, markets and public services such as healthcare, and 
lengthen the time needed for household, reproductive and care 
work.11 This, added to women’s considerable agricultural work, 
creates time constraints for non-farm business-related activities 
(including training and seeking information and business servic-
es).

•	 Since women often operate home based micro enterprises, lack 
access to transportation, and may be barred from accessing the 
same networks as men by societal norms and attitudes, their net-
works and contacts may remain weak while these are critical to 
connect entrepreneurs to growth opportunities.

3. Limited access to financial and business services af-
fects the growth of rural women’s businesses
•	 Few banks operate in rural areas. Although financial institutions 

have increased access to micro finance in many countries, loans 
are seldom large enough to enable significant growth of enter-
prises.

•	 Women entrepreneurs, particularly in rural areas, often experi-
ence difficulties accessing relevant financial products and ser-
vices due to a lack of appropriate products, information, under-
standing of their needs and collateral.

•	 Business Development Services are not readily available in many 
rural areas where there is low population density. Where they 
do exist, women may not access them due to low literacy, edu-
cation, time, cost and mobility constraints or because these ser-
vices do not serve their specific needs. Women are left to rely on 
friends and family for management decisions and other support 
to their businesses.

 
4. Women’s businesses are largely informal, failing to 
meet the decent work requirements 
•	 Women-led businesses often concentrate in low paying, fem-

inized markets (handicrafts, agricultural, fish and livestock 
products for local markets, food processing, sales of goods and 
services) in the informal economy with no legal registration, no 
regular workforce with rights and freedom of association, and no 
adequate operating capital to cover employees’ social protection 
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and health benefits.
•	 The prevailing lack of social protection and control over assets 

reduces women’s possibilities to become entrepreneurs, engage 
in higher risk and higher return activities, or develop their capaci-
ties and protect their health.

•	 Women’s obstacles in accessing domestic and export markets 
(small scale of operation, lack of transportation and information, 
and time constraints) limit their capacity to achieve growth, cre-
ate decent working conditions and build sustainable livelihoods.

•	 Women engaging in rural businesses with their spouses often in-
vest considerable time, but do not always share decision-making 
power and may not identify themselves as business owners. This 
may limit their opportunities to grow professionally, be innova-
tive or demonstrate entrepreneurial attitudes that could lead to 
business growth.

•	 Most micro and small businesses, especially those led by women, 
are underrepresented in employers’ associations. Therefore they 
lack voice and representation to raise awareness and advocate 
for their needs. 

 
What are the policy options?
Given that the factors limiting women’s entrepreneurship are mani-
fold and intertwined, integrated measures are needed to realize rural 
women entrepreneurs’ potential. Programmes and services should 
take into account rural and women-specific needs and recognize that 
women-led rural businesses are diverse in nature, operate in various 
agricultural and non-farm sectors, and follow a range of business 
models, including micro, small, medium and large enterprises, coop-
eratives and social enterprises.

Government decision-makers should strive to do the 
following:
1. Build an enabling environment for women’s entrepre-
neurship

•	 Ensure all business and contractual laws are non-discriminato-
ry, including land and property titles. Remove systemic barriers 
and reform any laws and regulations that may impede women’s 
economic empowerment. The Kenyan Government, for instance, 
asked the Federation of Women Entrepreneurs Associations 
(FEWA) to review the national Small and Medium Enterprise Code 
to ensure that the needs of urban and rural women entrepre-
neurs were reflected.

•	 Ensure that the business regulatory process is simple, cost effec-
tive and consolidated. Use popular media, such as radio, to dis-
seminate easy-to-understand regulatory information for illiterate 
or semi-literate women and men. Develop mechanisms to ensure 
that business owners can exercise their rights and are not vulner-
able to bribery and harassment from officials.

•	 Develop social security (including maternity protection) and 
childcare schemes to increase women’s ability to mitigate risk 
and engage in their businesses.

•	 Combine targeted, women-specific programmes and policies 
with gender mainstreaming in all rural business development in-
itiatives. Involve representatives of rural women entrepreneurs in 
all enterprise policy and programme development, implementa-
tion, monitoring and evaluation work.

•	 Encourage the national education system to integrate gen-
der-sensitive entrepreneurship education into school curricula so 
that young women and men may explore their entrepreneurial 
potential at an early age and develop positive attitudes about 
entrepreneurship.

•	 Collaborate with employers’ and workers’ organizations, women 
entrepreneurs’ associations, rural communities, the media and 
other relevant actors to dismantle gender stereotypes and foster 
gender equality.

•	 Work with service providers to respond more efficiently to the 
varied needs and realities of rural women-led enterprises. En-
gage in dialogue with organizations representing the needs of 
rural women entrepreneurs.

•	 Improve the collection and analysis of reliable data on rural 
women’s enterprises to understand their needs and realities 
and inform policies, including generating better indicators, pro-
gramme/project evaluations, lessons on what does or does not 
work and why, and feedback mechanisms.

 

Civil society, employer and worker organizations, and investors should 
work to accomplish the following:

2. Strengthen networking and advocacy for women’s en-
trepreneurship 
•	 Strengthen the capacity of rural women entrepreneurs’ asso-

ciations to advocate for and serve the needs of their members, 
support research on rural women’s entrepreneurship (at local, 
regional or national levels) and disseminate information on good 
practices in promoting sustainable businesses run by rural wom-
en.

•	 Support mechanisms for building social capital among women 
entrepreneurs such as cooperatives, self-help groups, rural wom-
en’s business associations and mentorship programmes.

•	 Encourage governments and employers’ organizations to inte-
grate representatives of rural women entrepreneurs in their deci-
sion-making mechanisms.

•	 Engage community leaders, both women and men, as local, re-
gional and national champions to foster support for women’s en-
trepreneurship development.

•	 Organize special events and contests to raise the profile of wom-
en entrepreneurs, particularly those in non-traditional sectors, as 
illustrated by “The Month of the Woman Entrepreneur (MOWE)”, 
celebrated annually by local women’s organizations with ILO sup-
port in nine Eastern and Southern African countries.12

 
3. Improve rural women’s entrepreneurial skills and de-
velop gender-sensitive financial and business services
•	 Support gender-sensitive, demand driven business development 

services in rural areas and provide gender-sensitive local train-
ing and skills upgrading to strengthen women entrepreneurs’ 
business management, marketing and technical skills, with an 
emphasis on growth sectors, green technologies and safe and 
sustainable farming and agro-processing practices.

•	 Promote women’s basic education, with a focus on numeracy, 
literacy, information and communication technologies (ICTs), 
business management, simple record keeping, marketing, and 
sustainable (agricultural/non-agricultural) production methods. 
Make use of experiential learning methods to strengthen rural 
women’s leadership skills and self-confidence. 

•	 Encourage employer’s organizations to reach out to rural women 
entrepreneurs and provide them with gender-sensitive and af-
fordable training, coaching, networking and mentoring services 
that will develop their growth potential.

•	 Encourage rural women micro-entrepreneurs to organize collec-
tively in cooperatives, business groups and in other forms that 
enable economies of scale in production and marketing.

•	 Raise awareness among financial and micro-finance institutions 
about rural women entrepreneurs’ needs and introduce incen-
tives for them to provide appropriate, accessible and flexible 
financial products and services (including affordable insurance 
and savings), at fair interest rates.

•	 Foster coordination, information exchange, referrals and collabo-
ration among local business development service providers, em-
ployers’ and women entrepreneurs’ associations, NGOs, coopera-
tives and financial institutions, to improve rural women’s access 
to information and other relevant services.

•	 Support locally-controlled, asset building mechanisms in under-
served communities, such as women’s savings and loan groups, 
remittance pooling, village banking, and cooperative insurance 
mechanisms.

 
4. Encourage a progressive integration of rural women’s 
businesses into the formal economy 
•	 Identify lucrative markets with potential for growth and em-

ployment creation using gender-sensitive value chain analysis. 
Upgrade clusters/sectors to support the transition of women-led 
enterprises from informal to formal status.

•	 Promote green technologies and sustainable farming and 
agro-processing practices among women entrepreneurs, to im-
prove women’s access to eco-friendly growth markets.13

•	 Build the capacity of entrepreneurs’ associations to undertake 
surveys and assess market opportunities and prices, with particu-
lar focus on potential export or domestic niche markets especial-
ly suitable for women (e.g. processing organic olive oil, artisanal 
chocolate making, fair trade, silk production and weaving).
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•	 Train women in improved occupational health and safety meas-
ures, quality standards and marketing procedures, particularly for 
export or more distant or lucrative internal markets that require 
specific international standards.

•	 Foster linkages between urban and rural women entrepreneurs’ 
associations to increase the flow of information and connectivity 
to markets (for example, by facilitating rural women’s participa-
tion in trade fairs).

•	 Sensitize government decisions makers to recognize that in-
formal economy entrepreneurs and formal work co-exist along 
a continuum, with informal work lying outside the regulatory 
framework. Encourage informal sector workers to have repre-
sentative voices in policy-making processes and move gradually 
into the formal economy.

•	 Work with governments to develop social security schemes for 
men and women informal entrepreneurs, including cash benefits 
for maternity leave or child cash benefits and childcare arrange-
ments to increase women’s ability to mitigate risk and engage in 
their businesses. These can be funded in a variety of ways, includ-
ing through contributory tax-based schemes.14


