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Barriers to female entrepreneurship performance in
Nigeria: A qualitative research approach
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Abstract—This paper is purposed to examine the barriers
and other challenges posed to the female entrepreneurs in
the course of commencing entrepreneurial activities. In
doing so, it addresses a gap in the body of knowledge as
related to the female entrepreneurs in the context of
developing country, Nigeria. The paper draws on data
from a qualitative approach. Twelve female
entrepreneurs within Lagos State, Nigeria were
investigated. Results show that two major challenges
affect the performance of female entrepreneurs. The
barriers are lack of funding and weak network
affiliations. Other minor challenges also include problem
of skill and training, social status, lack of infrastructure,
marketing problem and socio personal problem.

Index Terms—Entrepreneurship, Female
entrepreneur, Barriers, Nigeria.

I. INTRODUCTION

Entrepreneurship is today regarded as an important
vehicle for economic development and the significant
contribution of womenfolk to it globally cannot be
overemphasized [1]. Despite the fact that female
entrepreneurs in Nigeria are playing key roles in the society,
their business endeavors are nevertheless explored.
Moreover, scholarly works related to female entrepreneurs is
scarce, regardless of womenfolk’ impact on global economy
[2] [3, 4]. [5] posit that research on female entrepreneurs
constitutes less than ten percent of all entrepreneurship
research.

A rising number of scholarly works that address the
under-representation of female researchers both in academia
[6]and in female entrepreneurship in general exist [7] [8].
Regardless of the proliferation of female entrepreneurship
studies, few studies have been carried out on female
entrepreneurship related to research institute.

One type of helpful milieu that may perhaps be a key to
encourage the involvement of women in academic
entrepreneurship is the university incubator [8]. Furthermore,
University business incubators (UBIs) are establishments
intended to speed up national economic development through
supporting start-up firms, particularly new technology-based
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firms [9] as well as early-stage businesses through an array of
business support resources and services [8].

II. LITERATURE REVIEW

Hundreds of definitions related to entrepreneurship
concept exists [10]. This study adopts the definition
proposition by Shane and Venkaraman. Entrepreneurship is
defined as “a process that involves the discovery, evaluation
and exploitation of opportunities to introduce new products,
services, processes, ways of organizing or markets” [11]. [12]
underscore the significance of entrepreneurship development
in numerous countries of the world.

Several people have different reasons for joining or
desiring to be involved in entrepreneurial activity. Some of
the motivations that drive people may be explained using the
Pull-Push factors. According to [13], several businesspersons
are dragged into commencing a business, while others are
compelled into starting up a business. They noted that pull
related factors are affirmative for the reason that the
businessperson wants to actualize his aspiration of becoming
his/her own boss as well as gaining financial autonomy.
Conversely, the push factors are perceived in the negative
perspective since such entrepreneurs may possibly have been
forced into entrepreneurism due to adverse life involvements
such as joblessness, being without a job, existing low-paying
jobs or as a result of some other negative life happenings.

Women entrepreneurs play a major role in economic
growth and development worldwide [14]. [15] posit that even
though the involvement of women in the SME has been
increasing rapidly over the years, there is a scarcity of studies
on this subject that lay more emphasis on developing nations
[16]. Moreover, [17] stated that regardless of the enormous
volume of scholarly works exploring entrepreneurs success
stories, very little is known of the role of females in the
discovery of business opportunities

Studies that have been conducted on the concerns of
women entrepreneurs [18] have focused more on developed
countries than developing countries. What is needed is an
in-depth insight of women entrepreneurs, especially in
emerging countries like Nigeria. [19] reported that various
nations have different norms relating to gender and its effect
is noteworthy on specific viewpoint of women
entrepreneurship. They also noted that entrepreneurship is
generally depicted as a naturally male phenomenon in
entrepreneurship discourse. In addition, this assertion is
reinforced by [20] who stated that the discriminating practices
against women and other norms and practices buttress
male-controlled tenets that are predominantly influential in
Africa. Numerous scientific studies have established that
female enterprisers experience increased obstacles in the
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course of growing their own companies in comparison with
men and therefore male-owned companies are actually,
documented to outperform female-owned entrepreneurial
businesses [21] [22].

Access to finance is a key obstacle to small business
start-ups [23] [24]. Therefore, numerous innovative concepts
are left idle or are never formulated due to a lack of funding
throughout the nascent era of the business. However for a
businessperson to inaugurate a business endeavour
successfully, sufficient funding is essential to assist the
businessperson to procure fixed assets and to afford working
capital pending when the business will be able to break even.
Furthermore, [25] noted that entrepreneurs, especially
women, face hitches in gaining access to funding and for this
reason, they commonly end up financing their business
through personal investment as a source of start-up capital for
the business. The difficulty encountered by female
entrepreneurs in accessing loans from financial institutions
can be traced to lack of track record in order to demonstrate
credibility as well as absence of collateral and inimical
institutional arrangement [26]. This is coming on the heels
that several female entrepreneurs with sustainable projects
battle to show their trustworthiness to financial
establishments [27]. In view of this, financial establishments
have classified female entrepreneur as high-risk debtors [28].
According to [29], personal financing includes money from
family, and loan from friends, personal loan from bank. This
kind of sourcing for money at little or no cost is referred to as
financial bootstrapping. Furthermore, female businesspersons
may well find it pretty challenging to gain access to support in
the course of financing their businesses as compared to their
male equivalents for the reason that the phenomenon of
‘doing gender’ [30].

[26] discussed the barriers faced by women entrepreneurs
in Nigeria. They categorised the barriers into three factors as
follows:

1. Personal  factors  (which  include
educationa/training and lack of confidence).

2. Gender and family-based factors (such as family
responsibilities and gender discrimination).

3. Market-based factors (such as lack of access to finance,
government regulation and economic conditions.

In the market-based factors, lack of access to funding was
the most glaring aspect of the barrier [26]. A case in point is a
study by [31] and [32] who reported that there exist a degree
of discrimination towards female entrepreneurs in Western
context regarding bank lending. Likewise, [26] also
highlighted that in Nigeria, banks are usually reluctant to lend
to women.

[33] stated that absence of funding may tend to limit
business advancement as well as causing cash crunch in the
business [34]. This may ultimately cause enterprise collapse.
In line with this, the role of finance in the success of business
cannot be overemphasized.

In a recent study GEM [35] reported that in the East Asia
and Pacific where different culture, values and history exist;
different level of female entrepreneur also exist, A case in
point is China where the level is considered high while in
Korea, the level is low. In Malaysia, the percentage is high as
a result of government support for technology based firm

lack  of
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using venture capital financing [36]. [1] noted that the
different levels of female entrepreneur in different countries
mentioned are not unconnected with religious influence on
entrepreneurial activity.

The state of affairs of women entrepreneurs in the Middle
East has some uncommon features in comparison with other
emerging nations, generally arising from the social structure
of this region. GEM and the World Bank cross-country
research indicate that, in Middle East regions female labor
force involvement levels, are the lowermost globally; hence,
entrepreneurship can provide new opportunities for women to
make their own earnings as well as to nurture their individual
and social situations. Conversely, as the workforce in this
region is a man’s domain, womenfolk have to encounter
numerous social obstacles which hinder their opportunities to
start their own businesses. In the first place they have to
encounter great problems in getting financial assistance from
banks. The process of applying for the bank loan usually
entail male family members’ (husbands’ or fathers’) as
co-signatory, and therefore often dampen prospective female
borrowers

[37] reported that in certain respects Brazilian women have
attained equality. They went further to illustrate how women
spend more time in education than men. However, in
comparison with men, women still have less opportunity to
gain employment, receive much lower remuneration for doing
the same work and tend to occupy inferior posts.. Moreover,
the participation of women in decision making positions is
still low. In view of this and regardless of the womenfolk’s
attainment in the society, they are still relegated to the
background [38].

In sub-Saharan African economies female entrepreneurs
are downgraded to the boundary of the national economy
(such as crafts, hawking, personal services) and often to the
informal sector [35].

Numerous factors affecting women entrepreneurs’
development emerge in the sub-saharan African region. One
of the main problems is closely associated with family
responsibilities. [39] noted that high fertility rates of five or
six births per woman have significant personal effects for
females who attempt to start up or grow an enterprise [40].

The second difficulty encountered by female entrepreneurs
is closely related to lack of legitimacy as well as low social
recognition bestowed on female entrepreneurs. In this area a
large number of men believe that if women are independent
and successful, they do not deserve to be considered as chaste
and respectable, and therefore are not suitable to play their
role as good mothers and wives [39]. Thus, for women,
customary patriarchal norms and rules are still in force. Not
by chance, in fact, the results of researches show that women
seem to be struggling to find acceptance in the market and
respect from their customers [39]. Additionally, [41]
remarked that from an institutional related viewpoint, the role
of government in supporting women’s entrepreneurship
cannot be ruled out thereby bringing about social change that
will assist and nurture female’s entrepreneurship. Conversely,
[30] [42] observed that gendered factors are constantly being
strengthened by both men and women through unconscious
anticipations of what is required from a person of a specific
gender. In view of this, [43] remarked that gender impacts that
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are formed and maintained by the social order may perhaps
pose a serious obstacle to women’s tendency to involve in
business activities as well as develop their businesses.
Furthermore [44] stated that inadequate education as well
as training of business women is related to lack of success of
female entrepreneurs. The impact of education on
performance is more pronounced in female-owned businesses
than in male-owned ones. [45] stated that the entrepreneurs’
management skills deficiency explains about ninety percent of
the collapse rates in the first five years of new businesses..

III. METHODOLOGY

This study utilized the interpretive constructionist
(naturalistic) qualitative paradigm. In line with this,
researchers place meanings and understandings to be plural;
individuals and groups see and interpret reality through their
own perspectives, where understanding is subjective. The aim
of choosing this paradigm is to describe particular events,
processes, or culture from the perspective of the participants,
usually using qualitative techniques (Rubin and Rubin 2012).
The qualitative method was considered to be the most suitable
for the topic of the research in order to get a more in-depth
understanding and knowledge of the participants’ experiences
of female entrepreneurs [46].

This study aims to explore the socio-economic and cultural
difficulties encountered by female entrepreneurs. The current
research is unique as it focuses specifically on exploring the
barriers affecting the performance of female entrepreneurship
in Lagos, Nigeria. Thus, a critical interpretative perception
method is utilised in exploring these factors.

The target group of study is female entrepreneurs in Lagos,
Nigeria. A case study qualitative research technique was used.
The study employed a case study design approach. In-depth
semi-structure interviews with selected entrepreneurs were
conducted on twelve female entrepreneurs who were selected
for the interview on a purposive basis. Purposive sampling is
a type of non-probability sampling in which the units to be
investigated are chosen based on the researcher’s judgment
about which one will be the most useful or representative [47].
The rationale for these interviews was to get more insight
towards the better understanding of the concept of female
entrepreneurship generally and the barriers they face in
attaining entrepreneurial performance in particular, in
Nigeria.

Lagos State was chosen because of its commercial activity
as well as its sobriquet as the Nigeria’s commercial capital.
The target segments for the choice of participants were
industrial, merchandising and services. The female
entrepreneurs were selected from all the industrial areas of
Lagos State. The respondents were guaranteed that their
responses would be treated confidentially before they were
interviewed.

IV. RESULTS

This study was able to explore in-depth, the barriers the
women entrepreneurs encounter in the course of developing
their businesses. The result is based on the outcome of the
in-depth semi structured interview. In the process of the
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interview, two major themes emanated from the interview
sessions. All the ten respondents (100%) identified them as
barriers to female entrepreneurship.

Barriers to female entrepreneurship performance in Nigeria

Theme 1 Lack of Funding

The reason for starting a business is to increase the wealth
of the individual. There is a need to make financial provision
from sources that comprise both internal and external. In the
case of external funding especially through loan from banks,
all the participants complained about the frustration they all
went through. One respondent reported that:
“It has been difficult in accessing bank loans as their
collateral requirements are very stringent. Also banks are
usually reluctant to extend their facility to female
entrepreneurs with reasons best known to them”.

The same response goes for all the participants in this
study.

Theme 2 lack of network affiliations

The entrepreneurial process involves not only the activities
of the entrepreneur but several stakeholders and practitioners
equally. Consequently, for entrepreneurship to be successful,
particularly the female entrepreneurship, there is the need for
close collaboration among these participants, more especially
financial institutions, venture capital, angel investors,
industrial contacts marketing experts among others. Through
networking several kinds of know-hows as well as financial
assistance usually comes the way of female entrepreneurs.
[48] reported that several scientific works show the
importance of social capital and how it helps individuals or
firms to improve performance. However, the perception of
female entrepreneurs’ networking is usually viewed as social
club and not really business association. This perception has
equally made it difficult for them to come together in
networking. One of the respondents recounted:

All the entrepreneurs stressed the negative perception of
their involvement in entrepreneurial social networking.
“People always feel we gather to discuss our family issues
especially how we marry our husbands as well as a meeting
point for some of us for onward dating with men. This has
really  demoralized us in forming a formidable
entrepreneurial social network”.

However, [20] in underscoring the significance of social
networks in resource acquisition found that female
entrepreneurs have the tendency to have more difficulty than
menfolk in accessing finance but recompense by fostering
social relationships as well as utilsing the social capital
resulting from them as a resource leveraging mechanism.
Furthermore, he observed that female entrepreneurs have a
tendency to be influenced by their social contacts for moral
and emotional support through the early stages of enterprise
growth, while men would want to “‘de-link’’ themselves from
the extended family during initial stages and then ‘‘re-link’’
with family when the businesses can accommodate the
demands of family financially.

V. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This scholarly work has indicated that the perceptions
which are most appreciated in clarifying barriers to female
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entrepreneurship in Nigeria are lack of funding, lack of
infrastructure, marketing problem, problem of skill and
training, lack of network affiliations, social status, human
capital (related professional education and previous
experience). However, the most important factors are
financial and networking related. Majority of women
businesspersons in Nigeria encounter some kind of
problems for the reason that, as compared to men, they have
a lesser role in the social order. Lack of training and
segregation from business networks, inadequate capital and
financial amenities; impeding regulations and policies, were
identified and talked about. Financial bootstrapping was
also highlighted as one of the informal source of financing
for women entrepreneurs. Other themes that emerged from
the different participants individually include the following:
Problem of skill and training, social status, Lack of
Infrastructure, Marketing Problem, Socio personal problem.

In the case of networking, lack of networking is regular
occurrence in the female entrepreneurship studies as a result
of socio-cultural perspective which most of the participants
highlighted during the interview. This assertion is consistent
with [49]. Woman businesspersons usually lack a helpful
linkage, thus starting groups with local organizations assist
in opening interaction networks among businesspersons as
well as creditors. The financial barrier raised by the
respondents also corroborated with the findings of [26].
This suggests that finance generally is the livewire of any
business.

This study has traversed different terrain such as the
barriers, the motivation and goal as well as the importance
of female entrepreneurship to the economic development of
any country. Finally, the objective of this study which is to
examine the barriers to female entrepreneurship in Nigeria
has been accomplished. However, it is noteworthy that the
main limitation of this study is that findings from this study
may lack generalization, as it may well be restricted to the
geographical areas covered and the number of respondents
interviewed.
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