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ABSTRACT

Entrepreneurship approach is introduced as an alternative approach 
to alleviate poverty in many parts of the world. The main objective 
is to encourage poor households to engage with entrepreneurship 
activities specifi cally in small businesses to increase the household 
incomes. Financial supports in terms of loans and subsidies for this 
purpose are provided by numerous government and non-government 
agencies. Introduction of micro-credit facilities has accelerated the 
involvement of poor women in entreprenuership. Several studies 
show that most women participating in businesses experienced 
increased in incomes. In addition, studies have shown that women 
tend to spend a large portion of their incomes for the welfare of their 
households and in the long run many of the household escaped from 
poverty. Even though, the trend has proved a promising outcome to 
the participants and their households, there are various other issues 
need to be investigated to ensure that the approach complies with 
sustainability issue.  This is due to the current practice whereby 
women are still been burden with household works even though they 
have changed their main role from household managers to business 
managers. The analysis suggests that to ensure the sustainability of 
the approach in the long run, good supporting facilities and systems 
should be made available before and during participation of women 
in entrepreneurship to ensure the welfare of women is not been 
jeopadized despite increased in quality of lives of the other household 
members. In addition, there should be mechanisms to monitor the 
continuity and continued growth of the businesses initiated by the 
poor women in rural areas. Work/Family border theory is used as the 
framework of the overall discussion.
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INTRODUCTION

Poverty alleviation initiatives have been one of the major issues 
discussed in many conferences and summits organized in various 
parts of the world. International bodies such as the World Bank and 
United Nations were among the key actors in providing experts and 
initiating programmes to alleviate poverty in most of developing 
countries. The nature of poverty alleviation approaches have evolved 
from macro level focusing on increasing the amount of agricultural 
products to micro level focusing on individual household socio-
economic development as many development experts comprehend 
the actual effect of the macro approach. 

Most of development and poverty alleviation strategies are meant 
for economic and social development of the affected communities and 
a very little attention is paid to the negative impacts contributed by the 
development processes (Robertson, 1984, Streeten, 1981). Therefore, 
for this purpose, to ensure the sustainability of the approach, we need 
well thought- policies based on suffi cient information related to the 
causes of the negative impacts and the reasons for the impacts for the 
analysis and the fi ndings. 

In relation to the above, the objective of this paper is to explore 
the sustainability of government policy in promoting entrepreneurship 
to the poor women in rural areas to enhance their households’socio-
economic status. This includes the impacts on both economic 
and social aspects and on the welfare of the women when they 
become entrepreneurs. Finally, the paper provides discussions on 
suggestions to improve and enhance the quality of lives of rural 
women and their households and to ensure the progress is sustainable 
in the long run. 

RURAL ECONOMY AND SOCIETY

This analysis requires detailed understanding of the background 
of rural society to facilitate proper assumption and focus of the 
investigation to achieve the research objective. The understanding 
should include characteristics of the rural household, which is the 
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basic unit of analysis for this study, and the cultural values, which 
contribute to the economic and social conduct of the rural population. 
Another important element is to analyse the gender relationship in 
rural areas. This is because it is believed that the rural division of 
labour is heavily infl uenced by gender in most developing countries. 

Income and gender are two important variables in analysing the 
structure of rural society and economy. Many development experts 
have emphasized that previously, division of work between the 
genders is more obvious in rural areas, and in most cases women have 
been technically excluded from most rural development programmes 
(Robertson, 1984; Gosh & Bharadwaj, 1995; Bernstein, Crow & 
Johnson, 1995; Sathiabama, 2010). Mabogunje (1980) points out 
that in most rural societies in some South African countries, women 
were usually doing farm work to help their husbands and relatives 
but did not have any power in managing and organizing the farm 
work. Mabogunje (1980) adds that development programmes were 
usually focused on men as land managers even though in some cases 
women had been doing the jobs. The inequalities caused higher 
percentages of women to work as casual workers and areas with 
high unemployment rates are also high in casual workers (Gosh & 
Bharadwaj, 1995). 

The overall rural socio-economic landscape has eveloved 
thorugh time. Even though agriculture remains the main source of 
livelihoods in most rural areas in an increasing number of people in 
rural areas do not engage in agricultural activities as some of them 
become wage earners, working in factories in towns or as labourers in 
service centres nearby (Rigg, 2005; Kitahara, 2004; Thompson, 2003). 
A signifant number of rural dwellers are working at nearby towns and 
cities. This is because the rural areas are located not very far from the 
urban areas with good road/ trasnportation systems and provide basic 
urban infrastructures (Thompson, 2003). The facilities have attracted 
urban dwellers to move to these rural areas because of lower rent and 
property values. The increased in population and economic activities 
in rural areas promoted new economic opportunities to a large number 
of rural women to become entrepreneurs. In addition, the emergence 
of rural women entrepreneurs is strongly related with the changing 
socio-cultural environment, increasing educational opportunities, 
credit facilities and opportunities to develop entrepreurship skills 
(Mathew & Panchanatham, 2011).
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After becoming entrepreneurs, the changes in economic 
activities have changed their daily schedules and limited their times 
spent at home to look after their children. This fenomena is in contrast 
with the past where married women in rural areas were known as 
housewives and their main tasks were to do houseworks, looked after 
their families’ welfare and helped their spouses working in the farms 
(Das, 2000-2001, Sathiabama, 2010). Unfortunately, most women 
entrepreneurs become overburdened with doing their own work and 
the household work and also accommodating their husbands’ need for 
more labour on their cash crop fi elds (Boer, 2001).

Inevitably, rural economy in developing countries are usually 
associated with poverty and low income generation by occupation. 
This is because the percentage of people living in rural areas in 
developing countries is higher than in the developed world and their 
per capita incomes are much lower than those in the urban areas. 
Hettne (1990) and Robertson (1984) state that the rural structure of the 
developing countries consists of poverty complexes: marginalization, 
mass unemployment and recurrent starvation crisis. Since there is a 
close relationship between economy and poverty in many developing 
countries, the next section will specifi cally discuss rural poverty.

RURAL POVERTY

In the past, poor individuals or households are those who are 
landless and nearly landless (Jalan & Ravallion, 2000; Lawson, 
McKay & Okidi, 2003). These include hired agricultural workers, 
agricultural workers who own marginal or very little land, those who 
own a few animals such as a buffalo, cow or goat, and those who 
supplement work with work in the non-farming sector (FAO, 1991). 
The physical assets include a low level of assets and low return on 
assets (Bernstein, Crow & Johnson, 1995). The rural poor consist 
of heterogeneous groups such as tenants, farmers, sharecroppers, 
peasant landholders, landless labourers, artisans, fi shermen and other 
vulnerable groups (Fields, 1980). These groups were poor because 
they were unable to generate enough incomes from their jobs to cover 
the basic needs for the households due to low income per job, many 
household members to cover the household expenditure, ill health and 
other reasons contributed to inability to generate enough income for 
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the households. Lack of education and undernutrition were common 
basic characteristics of the rural poor (FAO, 1991). Most of them were 
landless, low educated and unskilled and therefore, they worked as 
labourers in agricultural and non-agricultural sectors (ibid). Poverty 
may also occurred because of a lack of alternative employment and 
there were not enough jobs for everybody in a particular region (ibid).

In contrast, recent poverty trends indicate that poverty is not 
often associated with the physical assets as more of the rural poor 
disengage from agricultural activities to non agricultural waged work. 
Most of the poor are unskilled or low skilled labourers with unsecured 
jobs (Bernstein, Crow & Johnson, 1995). Poor rural households can 
generally be described as households that have multiple occupations 
which are usually low skilled, low-income jobs and part time jobs. 
To cope with household expenditures, individuals in a household 
usually have different jobs which may include children in a household 
working as part time or full time labourers. In most cases the poor 
have been working very hard to generate enough income to support 
their households’ expenditure. Most of them are working for long 
hours every day or have more than one job. A study by De Kornick 
(1992) discovers that most of poor households in rural areas have 
at least both husbands and wives working. It is also common for a 
poor rural society to have extended families in a household. Basically 
most of them are very hardworking persons who are unable to control 
their own assets and fi nancial status. . Unfortunately, the poor usually 
receive very low wages or sometimes are only working to pay their 
debts (Bernstein, Crow & Johnson, 1995; Mohammad Yunus, 2003). 
Consequently, this situation prevents the poor from increasing their 
purchasing power and credit. 

The role of entrepreneurship is being acknowledged by most 
developing countries as one of the effective poverty alleviation 
approaches (Karatko & Hodgett, 2001). According to Latifee (2003), 
majority of people living in absolute poverty in this world are women 
and most of them are unable to have proper jobs to maintain their 
households’ basic needs. Fortunately, various entrepreneurship 
programmes and facilties such as skills development training and credit 
facilities offered by various agencies have alleviated a considerable 
number of rural women from poverty. Therefore, the next section 
discusses a specifi c topic on women entrepreneurs to impart a brief 
knowledge on rural women entrepreneurs in developing countries.
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WOMEN ENTREPRENUERS

According to Kuratko & Hodgett (2001), entrepreneurship can be 
defi ned as a process of creating incremental wealth. For this purpose, 
entrepreneurship includes those who are involved with business 
activities as their sources of incomes. To most poor women, venturing 
into businesses is a big risk because they have to allocate a sum of 
money (borrow) for business capitals and unable to predict the 
returns (profi ts) (Kuratko & Hodgett, 2001). They create their own 
jobs based on their skills and in return, most of them receive a large 
portion of incomes generated from their business activities for their 
households. Findings in Kenya and Malawi suggest that female heads 
of households take food as priority in expenditures (spending a larger 
amount of income on food) over other items (Ellis, 2000). 

An increasing number of women choose to become 
entrepreneurs because of the availability of the credit facilities such 
as Grameen Bank and Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee 
(BRAC) in Bangladesh, Credit and Savings for the Hardcore Poor 
(CASHPOR) in India, PRODEM in Bolivia, Unit Desa (BRI-UD) in 
Indonesia, Microcredit-West Africa (MWA) in Ghana and Amanah 
Ikhtiar Malaysia (AIM) in Malaysia. Despite that, several banks and 
government and non-government agencies have initiated fi nancial 
supports in terms of loans and subsidies for the poor to start their 
businesses. Many of the agencies such as Grameen Bank and AIM 
prefer women to be their borrowers because women are more reliable 
in paying back their loans. Most women start their businesses at a 
very small scale, such as home-based cookies and crackers producers, 
food stalls, pottery, tailoring shop, raring chickens and ducks, cows or 
goats, hairdressing shops, small convenient stores and so on (Kalthum, 
2007). Some women chose to do businesses from home (home-based) 
or at specifi ed business locations away from their houses or doing 
mobile businesses such as door-to-door services. 

Despite the avialbility of fi nancial supports, there are various 
other reasons that promote women to become entrepreneurs. The 
reasons may be varied from one country to another depending on the 
socio-economic condition of the country. For example for Bangladesh 
women, statistic illustrates that the factors that affect women towards 
business development are mostly the desire for fi nancial independence 
indecision making, market and informational network availability of 
start-up capital, knowledge, skills, experience, and also responsibility 
towards children (Hossain, Naser, Zaman & Nuseibeh, 2009). In 
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Ghana, even though culturally women are expected to be dependent to 
their spouses or parents, many of the women entrepreneurs proclaim 
among the reasons to have their own businesse are the desire for 
higher achievement and independency (UNIDO, 1995). 

Many of poor women are ready to take chances and have become 
better fi ghters and survivers for the future of their children (Latifee, 
2003). In addition, poor women worked harder than men to build 
and expand their businesses to ensure improved in their households’ 
quality of lives and to become empowered (ibid). In tandem, work/
family confl ict and work/life balance have become among the major 
issues among women entrepreneurs and their households. Therefore, 
work/family border theory provides basic framework to assist work/
family balance.

WORK/FAMILY BORDER THEORY

This theory is recently formalized designed to fulfi ll the gaps of previous 
theories on work and family. According to Clark (2001, p.750),  
“central to the theory is the idea that ‘work’ and ‘family’ constitute 
different domains or spheres which infl uence each other. The theory 
explains how individuals manage and negotiate the work and family 
spheres and the borders between them in order to attain balance”. This 
theory is used as a framework of discussion for this analysis since 
it acknowledges the changes in daily routines experienced by rural 
women entrepreneurs after they become entrepreneurs. Most of these 
women have to juggle with their housework and business to maintain 
the quality of life of the household members and to prosper their 
entrepreneurship activities. The achievement is to create a desired 
balance. The theory suggests balance as satisfaction and able to 
function effectively at home and at work (Clark, 2001). The ultimate 
achievement is happiness in lives (ibid).

IMPACTS OF ENTREPRENEURSHIP ACTIVITIES 
ON RURAL WOMEN

Many studies have discovered that rural women involved with 
entrepreneurship activities experienced increased in incomes. 
However, the increment is varied depending on types of business, the 
market and the ability to manage the business and so on. The increased 
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in income has certainly contributed to increase the quality of lives of 
the household members. As mentioned earlier, women usually spend 
most of their incomes to fulfi ll the basic needs of their household 
expenditures. A proportion of money is put aside for their children’s 
education (Kalthum, 2007, Ellis, 2000). 

Doing business means that 6-10 hours daily have to be spent 
on business activities. Despite that, a few hours would be spent on 
preparation, shoppings and other related activities for the businesses. 
The changes in daily pattern have compelled the women to forego 
some of their household works and have less time to spend with 
their children (Kitahara, 2004). In addition, women have to spend 
additional time after working to do household works such as cooking 
and cleaning. The issues of childcare and elderly care need to be 
catered by women before they decided to become entrepreneurs. In 
fact, most of them still have to deal with the welfare of their children 
and the elderly while doing their businesses. These responsibilities 
lead to work-family confl icts (Das, 2000-2001).

Changes in life-style have caused some women entrepreneurs 
to depend more on usage of machines for houseworks such as the 
use of gas stove, electrical appliances such as washing machines, 
electric rice cookers, refrigerators and so on which were not normally 
available in the low income households in the past (Kitahara, 2004) 
. This causes a signifi cant increase in expenditure for electricity and 
has certainly taken a large amount of the income. For the very poor, 
most of them have to settle with their traditional way of managing 
their houseworks despite their limited time at homes. This means that 
they have to sacrifi ce their sleeps and rest time. As mentioned earlier, 
the increased in quality of lives of the household members, at the cost 
of the hard work and sacrifi ce of the women entrepreneurs.

Studies by Weeks and Seiler (2001) in Latin America show that 
the relationship between involvement of women in entrepreneurship 
and the country’s GDP is not strong.  This means that most businesses 
handled by poor women do not signifi cantly contribute to the 
country’s GDP in the long run. The studies also discover that most of 
the businesses unable to expand in the long run (Ibid). This is due to 
various factors such as limited knowledge and skills, low education 
and lacked of exposure and due to inability to spend more time for 
their businesses (Weeks & Seiler, 2001; FAO, 2010). Therefore, for 
this case, steps should be taken to ensure continued growth of the 
businesses and to maintain the sustainability of entrepreneurship 
approach to alleviate poverty. The summary of positive (advantages) 
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and negative (disadvantages) impacts experienced by women 
entrepreneurs are as in table 1 and the summary of the obstacles faced 
by poor women entrepreneurs are displayed in table 2.

Table 1

Positive (Advantages) and Negative (Disadvantages) Impacts Experienced 
by Women Entrepreneurs

Positive Negative

• Receive  almost all the incomes
• Economic empowerment
• Self-confi dence
• Sense of achievement/ boost motivation
• Have controls over the businesses
• Ability to choose
• Exposure/ enhance awareness
• Networking/ increase in social interaction
• Increased in soft skills – leadership 

skills, communication skills and able to 
work in groups

• Engaged in political activities
• Decision making capacity in family and 

community
• Engaged in political activities

• Work-family confl ict
• Increased in workload
– Lacked of  household support
• Increased in cost of living
• Low productivity 
• Low quality products
• Inability to expand 

Sources: Sathiabama (2010), Das (2000-2001), Kalthum (2007), FAO (2010), 
UNIDO (1995), Weeks and Seiler (2001)

Table 2

Obstacles Faced by Women Entrepreneurs

Physical Personal/ Social

 Lacked of supporting infrastructure and 
services

 Discriminatory law/ regulations
 Limited  access to fi nancial assistant and 

other benefi ts
 Inadequate capital
 Cash fl ow problem
 Product quality

 Cultural values/ social norms
 Lacked of skills –managerial 

and marketing skills
 Less exposure
 Lack of time
 Domestic issues 
-  Childcare and elderly care

Sources: Sathiabama (2010), Das (2000-2001), Kalthum (2007), FAO (2010), 
UNIDO (1995), Weeks and Seiler (2001)
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FUTURE IMPROVEMENTS

Even though several poverty analysts agree that poverty will always be 
with us because the idea of poverty has never been static; the causes of 
poverty change over time (Hartwell, 1988). Therefore, brilliant choices 
of poverty alleviation programmes paired with suitable approaches 
in helping a specifi c group of poor households can alleviate poverty 
in an effi cient and cost effective manner. Furthermore, there should 
be additional strategies to facilitate the continued development of the 
poverty alleviation project which for this pupose is the businesses 
participated by the poor women.

In general, the strategies are to overcome the two main 
obstacles faces by the poor women that are physical and social/ 
personal obstacles and to reduce the negative impacts experienced by 
women entrepreneurs as oulines in table 1 and table 2. The main issue 
is to provide supporting system/services to ease the burden of women 
as dual managers (household and business). Among the supporting 
services are childcare and elderly care centres and services.  With the 
supporting services, at affordable prices, more poor women able to 
expand their businesses to increase incomes for the households and at 
the same time increase their quality of lives. 

Studies by Project Tsunami (2004) on women entrepreneurs’ 
achievement in Silicon Valley has discovered that married women 
often have less apetite to take risk in their businesses. They usually 
settle for less to enable them to manage both their households and their 
businesses. For the poor women, their main goals to open businesses 
are to increase the households’ income and to escape from poverty. 
They rarely have long term planning to expend their businesses 
(FAO, 2010). Therefore, to overcome the social/ personal obstacles, 
a well-thought policy is needed to ensure the sustainability of 
the progress of women entrepreneurs in the long run. Among the 
suggestions for the improvement of the poor women businesses are 
outlined in table 3.
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Table 3

Suggestions to Improve the Businesses of Poor Women

Services/ facilities Policy Options
Introduce proper and updated technologies 
to improve effi ciency and esure cost-
effective  and high quality products.

Develop women-specifi c/ gender-
sensitive programmes. This means that 
the programmes or projects need to 
be tailored made for women – ensure 
that the programmes/ projects can 
be managed by women participants 
according to their personal, cultural and 
physical abilities without jeopardizing 
their households’ welfare.

Provide easy access to fi nancial assistance/ 
support to expand their businesses or to 
invest in new technologies.

Provide affordable training, mentoring and 
coaching services to enhance managerial 
and marketing skills and also develop their 
growth potential.

Strengten networking and increase 
exposure to the business and marketing 
systems of the products

- Encourage self-help groups
- Include poor women in 

decision making process on 
issues related to them 

Introduce policy to monitor short-term 
and long term development of the poor 
women businesses until the households 
able to escape from poverty. 

Sources: UNIDO (1995), FAO (2010), Weeks and Seiler (2001), Project Tsunami 
(2004), Stevenson & St-Onge (2005), Das (2000-2001)

CONCLUSION

In order for the poor households to experience positive impacts 
socially and economically, they need to have jobs with good incomes, 
so that the households can have decent standard of living and improved 
quality of lives. Entrepreneurship approach is one of the most adopted 
poverty alleviation programmes by developing countries. With the 
availability of fi nancial supports many poor women able to open 
their own businesses to increase their households’ income. However, 
there are various issues and obstacles that need to be unraveled to 
promote continued progress of the businesses of the entrepreneurs 
and to promote sustainability of the approach in the long run. Special 
focus should be formulated for women entrepreneurs to ensure they 
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can experience positive improvement economically and socially 
together with their household members. This will lead to a creation 
of a desired balance work-life with a minimum of role confl ict 
(Clark, 2001).

The above discussions have outlined factors which need to 
be taken into consideration in the rural development policy making 
process. These issues and factors are important to enable the rural 
households, specifi cally the poor households to have economic and 
social benefi ts to improve their socio-economic standard. The long 
term development planning should make sure that the welfare of the 
poor rural households, especially women entrepreneurs is improving 
to enable them to overcome any economic and social problems 
encountered along the period.  
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