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Abstract. This study utilizes a social feminist perspective of social capital to investigate how
entrepreneurial networks influence women’s entrepreneurship in developing economies. To this
purpose, we collected and analyzed rich data generated through in-depth interviews and artifacts of
Nigerian women entrepreneurs and key stakeholders. The qualitative data were thematically
analyzed using the phenomenological approach to data analysis. Our findings revealed that
entrepreneurial networks are mediums through which women entrepreneurs gain access to financial
and physical resources, human resource development, and social and external support opportunities
for customer attraction and retention. Our analysis therefore suggests that in developing countries,
characterised by a weak or non-existent entrepreneurship ecosystem, entrepreneurial networks
represent a medium that could fill the voids created by a weak institutional environment. 
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1. Introduction

Women’s entrepreneurship plays essential roles such as job creation, poverty
alleviation, and increasing equality, social and economic growth (Bögenhold &

1. Corresponding author: Oyedele Martins Ogundana, 6th Floor Newton Building, Nottingham
Business School, Nottingham Trent University, 50 Shakespeare Street, Nottingham, United
Kingdom. Telephone: +44 (0)115 848 8258. Email: oyedele.ogundana@ntu.ac.uk

© 2023, Senate Hall Academic Publishing. All Rights Reserved



150                                                           Entrepreneurial Networks and Women Entrepreneurship

Klinglmair, 2015; Bullough et al., 2022). However, there is an unequal status of
females relative to men that affect women’s participation in entrepreneurship in
many countries (Al-Kwifi et al., 2020; Boz Semerci, 2020). More so, in
developing countries within the African context like Nigeria, the
entrepreneurship ecosystem is often described as mainly unreliable and weak
(Omodara et al., 2020; Igwe et al., 2019). Recent research revealed that this
situation has created institutional voids that are a burden on Nigerian
entrepreneurs and the survival of their businesses (Ojong et al., 2021; Omeihe et
al., 2020). As such, many entrepreneurs believe that the membership of an
entrepreneurial network is a means for alleviating some of the challenges they
encounter within developing countries in the African context (Aleke et al., 2011;
Igwe et al., 2019; Ogundana et al., 2022). For instance, entrepreneurial networks
are a valuable resource for (i) the diffusion of information and communication
technology (ICT) among small businesses (Aleke et al., 2011); (ii) enshrining
competitive behaviors amongst member firms; and (iii) offering micro-lending
supports that aid economic development and poverty alleviation in transitioning
and developing countries (Morris et al., 2006).

Much of that literature pays attention to the social capital theory to investigate
the influence of entrepreneurial networks on entrepreneurship (Adom et al., 2018;
Oke, 2013). However, the social capital perspective is generally described as a
gender-neutral theory that largely excludes feminist issues and contexts (Coleman
et al., 2019; Manolova et al., 2012). The issue of gender differences is more
prominent in the developing economies, including the Sub-Saharan African
region, where women are still faced with gender inequality, disproportionate
levels of poverty and education, lack of political power, limited workforce
participation, gender-based violence, and child marriage (Ogundana et al., 2018;
World Bank Group, 2018). Thus, the way women entrepreneurs experience
entrepreneurship in developing economies differs from their male counterparts
(Igbanugo et al., 2016; Ojong et al., 2021). It is crucial that research pays attention
to the experiences of women in order to improve the inclusivity of the
entrepreneurship field. 

Hence, this study utilizes a combination of social feminism and social capital
theory (Coleman et al., 2019) to address one primary research question (RQ):

How do entrepreneurial networks influence women’s entrepreneurship in
developing economies?

In other words, this study investigates the way women entrepreneurs utilize
social relationships (including entrepreneurial and professional networks) to
influence their businesses. To address this study’s primary research question, we
collected and analyzed rich data generated through 31 in-depth interviews and
artifacts of Nigerian women entrepreneurs. The interview data were audio-
recorded and transcribed into a Microsoft Word document. We analyzed both the
interview transcripts and artifacts (including minutes of meetings and press
briefings) using the phenomenological approach to data analysis (Creswell and
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Poth, 2007). The analysis enabled us to make several contributions. Firstly, this
article makes important contributions to women entrepreneurship literature in
terms of revising a male-based perspective of entrepreneurial network into a
gender-sensitive field (Coleman et al., 2019; Manolova et al., 2012). Secondly,
this study explores the roles and contributions of entrepreneurial networks to
women's entrepreneurship development. Thirdly, this study develops new
perspectives at the intersection between social feminism and social capital.

The remainder of this article is organised as follows. Section 2 presents a
discussion of entrepreneurial networks and women entrepreneurship especially
within the Nigerian context. This is followed by the discussion of the social
feminist perspective of social capital. Sections 3 to 6 present the research
methodology, findings, discussion of the findings, and conclusions and
implications, respectively.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Entrepreneurial Networks and Women Entrepreneurship

Entrepreneurial networks (including professional networks, business, and trade
associations) are described as “intermediate institutions between the macro-
society and economy-wide level and the micro-level” (Brush et al., 2009, p. 20).
The entrepreneurship literature recognizes that entrepreneurial networks
influence women's entrepreneurship by affecting their access to resources (Ettl
and Welter, 2012; Manolova et al., 2007) and business opportunities (Tundui and
Tundui, 2013). Such conceptualisations are mainly using evidence derived from
developed nations and might not hold in developing economies (Adom et al.,
2018; Aluko et al., 2019; Madichie, 2009). For instance, women entrepreneurs
often utilize their membership of entrepreneurial networks or the advice they
receive to influence their access to resources and opportunities (Manolova et al.,
2007; Tundui and Tundui, 2013). However, prior studies (including Machirori
and Fatoki, 2013; Oke, 2013) have rarely investigated separately whether
women's membership of entrepreneurial networks impacts women
entrepreneurship in a different way to the advice they receive from
entrepreneurial networks. According to Tundui and Tundui (2013), the
membership of entrepreneurial networks and the advice women entrepreneurs
receive from their networks could influence their access to resources and growth
opportunities differently. Perhaps, exploring the impact of "membership"
separately from "advice received" is an approach to progressing the current
literature on entrepreneurial networks. 

Regarding women’s access to financial resources, women entrepreneurs
often grow their start-up capital through the financial advice and information
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about external financing opportunities that they received from their
entrepreneurial networks (Brixiova and Kangoye, 2019). In England, Roomi
(2009) found that trade networks provided information and advice to their
members, which catalyzed the growth of their financial position. Talavera et al.
(2012) found that Chinese women entrepreneurs could approve their application
for government loans because of their membership of a business association such
as the All-China Federation of Industry and Commerce (ACFIC). Other scholars
(Scott et al., 2014; Talavera et al., 2012) also recognized the significance of
entrepreneurial networks in generating financial resources for women-owned
businesses. 

Concerning human resources, women’s membership of an entrepreneurial
network could improve the level of skills possessed by women entrepreneurs and
their workforce. Consistent with that, Oke (2013) explained that through the
business networks, female business owners could access educational and skill
development training that supported the success of their businesses. Similarly,
Kickul et al. (2007) observed that women entrepreneurs who belonged to
entrepreneurial networks in the USA received training in strategic planning and
production operations which served as critical antecedents of their consequent
market growth and expansions. Prasad et al. (2013) established that business
networks also assisted Indian women entrepreneurs in developing soft skills
(including courage and self-efficacy) that enabled them to succeed in the face of
various business-related challenges they encountered. Stokes and Wilson (2017)
stated that business associations provided rich information that provided growth
opportunities. Specifically, business networks often provided information with
the potential to assist women entrepreneurs in identifying and attracting potential
customers and suppliers for their businesses (Oke, 2013; Prasad et al., 2013;
Welsh et al., 2018). 

Despite the possible ways in which entrepreneurial networks might influence
women-owned businesses, some factors can limit their effect on the growth of
these enterprises. For instance, entrepreneurial networks might not influence the
performance of women-owned businesses when the advice offered by business
networks is somehow dislodged from the actual needs of the business owners and
their businesses (Tundui and Tundui, 2013). In other words, the quality of the
advice offered by business associations is often dependent on how effective such
advice aligns with women’s perception of growth (Ogundana et al., 2022).
Furthermore, the quality of advice that women entrepreneurs might receive from
entrepreneurial networks may also depend on how long the women have been
members of such a business network (Roomi, 2009). The length of membership
to the business network could determine whether a woman has built trust and
credibility, which may be required for her to obtain quality information and
advice from the business association (Ogundana et al., 2018). 

Besides, the gender composition of entrepreneurial networks (membership
and leadership team) is crucial in determining the quality of advice and
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information that women entrepreneurs receive from their business associations
(Harrison et al., 2016). Consistent with that, Madichie (2009) asserted that
business associations chaired by an African woman entrepreneur might not
support fellow women entrepreneurs. Madichie’s claim is based on evidence
from the political context where there is an observed absence of genuine support
from African female political leaders for other African women. This suggests that
the quality and level of information that women receive may depend on the
gender of the business association leader (Roomi, 2009). Lastly, the quality of
advice and benefit of membership may be inadequate if women entrepreneurs are
involved in business associations that are not directly related to their business
activities (Kelly et al., 2010). In such cases, the membership of entrepreneurial
networks may be unlikely to provide the support for women-owned enterprises.

2.2. Entrepreneurial Networks in the Nigerian Context

Nigerian women entrepreneurs often belong to one or more entrepreneurial
networks (Andrae and Beckman, 2013; Oke, 2013). Women’s choice of which
entrepreneurial network and association to become a member of is determined by
the industry sector they operate within (Simba et al., 2022). For instance, women
entrepreneurs who operate in the agricultural sector are often members of the
Network of African Women in Agribusiness (AWAN), a network that supports
its members by sharing information about new markets, organizing trade fairs,
and organizing buyers and sellers’ markets (Simba et al., 2022). The owners of
sewing businesses are often members of Lagos State Tailor and Fashion
Designers Association of Nigeria (LASTFADAN) and Nigerian Union of Tailor
(NUT); entrepreneurs who operate businesses that deal in fish and frozen food-
stuffs would typically be members of the National Fish and Frozen Food Dealers
Workers Association of Nigeria (NFFFDWAN); entrepreneurs who specialize in
buying, selling and exporting metal scraps are often members of Scrap Dealer
Association Of Nigeria (SDAN); while entrepreneurs who cultivate and sell farm
products will belong to the Farmers Association of Nigeria (FAN). Women’s
membership of any of these entrepreneurial networks could assist them to
network and form a formidable force that could influence government policies
and solicit for incentives (Andrae and Beckman, 2013).

These entrepreneurial networks offer training, information, resources,
connections, and social interactions to their members (Aluko et al., 2019; Igwe et
al., 2019). In Nigeria, these entrepreneurial networks often set prices and ensure
that market rules are followed (Lyon and Porter, 2009; Omeihe et al., 2020). They
settle minor disputes through sanctioning norm breakers instead of bringing in the
police (Lyon and Porter, 2009). These entrepreneurial networks would usually
have executives responsible for the day-to-day running of the business
associations (Mama and Okazawa-Rey, 2012). However, political-related studies
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(including Madichie, 2009; Mama and Okazawa-Rey, 2012) suggest that
Nigerian women executives in charge of the day-to-day operation of these
entrepreneurial networks may consciously or unconsciously not support fellow
women within the same business association. In other words, entrepreneurial
networks in Nigeria that are constituted of women in its leadership structure are
unlikely to support female members of the trade association. Mama and
Okazawa-Rey (2012) believe that the lack of mutual support for each other is the
most vital ingredient militating against women’s emergence as political leaders in
the Nigerian political scene. Amid these contexts, Nigerian women entrepreneurs
pursue their business ventures with the marked determination to succeed.

2.3. A Social Feminist Perspective of Social Capital

The social feminist perspective of social capital investigates the social capital
theory using a social feminist lens (Coleman et al., 2019). To date, there is only
little theorizing about social capital using a social feminist lens. Using a gender-
neutral assumption, the social capital theory in the context of entrepreneurship
refers to the ability of an entrepreneur to access resources through social
relationships (Estrin et al., 2013; Payne et al., 2011). An example of these social
relationships is the entrepreneurial and professional networks (Greve and Salaff,
2003). Generally, the social capital theory posits that social capital has valuable
properties for entrepreneurs, including size, positioning, and relationship
structure. The social capital theory proffers that entrepreneurs might be able to
utilize entrepreneurial networks as a means to get crucial information and other
resources from knowledgeable others (Greve and Salaff, 2003). It also considers
an entrepreneurial network as a means for entrepreneurs to position themselves
within a social network to shorten the path to knowledgeable others to get what
they need (Burt, 1992). They get support, knowledge, and access to distribution
channels through their social networks (Greve and Salaff, 2003). Entrepreneurs
are also linked to people and organizations that interact among themselves, and
these contacts can widen the availability of resources that sustain a new firm
(Hansen, 1995). However, existing studies (such as Coleman et al., 2019;
Manolova et al., 2012) have criticized the social capital theory for not including
feminist issues, contexts, perspectives, and points of view; the inclusion of which
Morris et al. (2006, p. 226) claimed would revise the “male-based theory into a
gender-inclusive field.”  This argument was grounded on the core precept of the
social feminist theory that concludes that the socialization experienced
throughout life creates inherent differences between women and men (Ogundana
et al., 2022; Ojong et al., 2021). The gender stereotyping of the socialization
process is more prominent in developing countries within the African context
(Ojong et al., 2021; Simba et al., 2022). For instance, the Sub-Sahara African
region (including Nigeria) favors patriarchal social traditions that believe in the
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notion that physical strength disparity between the sexes is a sign of general
female inferiority; and as such, women are meant to be subordinates to their male
counterparts (Etobe et al., 2015; Ogundana et al., 2018). In Nigeria, for instance,
this cultural gender stereotype is embedded in sociocultural artifacts, including
religion, through which the gender inequality norm is being transferred from
generation to generation (Adom et al., 2018). According to Etobe et al. (2015),
Nigerian mothers often indoctrinate their children to maintain the gender roles
assigned to them by their sociocultural tradition which assumes that women are
subordinate to men.

The same is the case in the field of education where women in the Sub-
Saharan African region have less access to education in comparison to their male
counterparts; mainly because many parents believed that women are generally
considered to be housekeepers whose education will most likely end in the
kitchen (Adom et al., 2018; Igbanugo et al., 2016). These gender-stereotypical
traditions play an essential role in the way women experience entrepreneurship
and operate their businesses (Morris et al., 2006). For instance, women’s
traditional roles as housekeepers in the Sub-Sahara African region (including
Niger, Nigeria, and Ghana) are often managed alongside their businesses,
resulting in less time to operate their businesses (Igbanugo et al., 2016; Lincoln,
2012). Women’s traditional roles also restrict the gender and number of
employees they can recruit within their businesses (Adom et al., 2018).
Therefore, the social feminist theory requires that women entrepreneurship
researchers should not try to mould women using theories (such as the social
capital theory) that claim to be gender-free, and actually such perspectives have
little or no existence (Morris et al., 2006). Rather, researchers should investigate
women entrepreneurship using gender-sensitive models, which are more likely to
generate robust insights into women and their entrepreneurial activities (Brush et
al., 2009).

In that regard, the social capital theory could be described from the social
feminist perspective as the unique way women utilize social relationships
(including entrepreneurial and professional networks) to access crucial social
resources. This definition might vary with other perspectives of feminism
including entrepreneurial and liberal feminism where the focus is on policy
implications for women and how entrepreneurial women are recreating new rules
of financial markets (Coleman et al., 2019). These varieties of feminist
perspective are a source of concern especially as researchers need to be clear
regarding which feminist perspective they are referring to in a study (Lay and
Daley, 2007). 
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3. Methodology

3.1. Research Approach

Detailed accounts of women’s experiences of entrepreneurial networks in the
developing economies are limited in the field of women entrepreneurship
literature. To address this and the research question, this study adopted the
interpretive phenomenological approach (IPA) as it is a practical research
approach for generating a deeper understanding of the participants’ lived
experiences (Goulding, 2005; Van Manen, 2018). There is scant research
investigating women’s experiences of entrepreneurial networks in the Sub-
Saharan African region (SSA). According to Creswell and Poth (2007), the IPA
is an appropriate research approach where little is known about a topic that needs
to be investigated. Besides, several studies in the entrepreneurship field have also
utilized the IPA to investigate the experiences of women entrepreneurs in relation
to entrepreneurial risk, women entrepreneurship development, business failures,
gender, and work-life balance (Doern, 2016; Millward, 2006; Rehman and
Roomi, 2012; Quagrainie et al., 2018; Woodward, 2007). However, limited
studies have applied the IPA to investigate women entrepreneurs' experiences of
belonging to an entrepreneurial network in developing countries within the
African context such as Nigeria.

3.2. Research Sample

Similar to other phenomenological studies, this study adopted a purposive
sampling technique in order to focus on those with experience of the research
phenomenon (entrepreneurial networks) and can express their experiences of the
phenomenon (Creswell and Poth, 2007; Hycner, 1985). The sample consisted of
women owner-managers who were members of the Nigerian Union of Tailors
(NUT) and the Lagos State Tailors and Fashion Designer Association of Nigeria
(LASTFADAN). By including members of entrepreneurial networks (i.e.,
LASTFADAN and NUT) that operate similar business activities (i.e., sewing
businesses), we were able to forge a common conclusion (Goulding, 2005; Van
Manen, 2018). The sampled women entrepreneurs operate businesses that focus
on manufacturing and selling clothes to female and male customers. We initially
had an introductory meeting with the NUT and LASTFADAN, who provided
contacts of forty (40) female members they thought could participate in this study.

After that, we contacted the forty (40) women individually and introduced the
purpose of this study. Twenty (20) of the contacted women entrepreneurs
signified interest in partaking in this study. The other twenty (20) women
entrepreneurs we contacted were either unavailable, unreachable, or busy meeting
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upcoming deadlines. We arranged to meet and interview the twenty (20) women
entrepreneurs that agreed to partake in this study in their places of business. After
the face-to-face interview sessions, these women referred us to other women
entrepreneurs whom they were convinced would be interested in partaking in the
study. This created a snowballing effect (Wohlin, 2014), and we carried on
receiving referrals from the initial respondents until we reached the data
saturation point where we received no new information from the referred women
entrepreneurs (Morse, 1995). In total, we conducted thirty-one (31) face-to-face
interviews with women entrepreneurs, and those sessions centred on
understanding how entrepreneurial networks influenced women’s
entrepreneurship (see Table 1). The interviews were conducted between January
2018 and March 2019. Although the research sample was small (Buchanan and
Denyer, 2013); however, it allowed for a deep level of analysis (King, 2004),
theory building, and theoretical generalization (Buchanan, 2012; Eisenhardt and
Graebner, 2007). To supplement data obtained through interviews, we collected
and analyzed artifacts, including press briefings, and meeting minutes detailing
stories about Nigerian women entrepreneurs. Much of this evidence was provided
by the trade associations these women entrepreneurs were affiliated with (NUT
and LASTFADAN). This data triangulation process enabled us to receive
objective and well-rounded insight (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007) into the way
women's membership of entrepreneurial networks is impacting their businesses
in a developing economy. 

Table 1: Demographic profile of the sample

3.3. Data Analysis

We commenced the preliminary analytical process by transcribing all the audio-
recorded interview sessions into word-processed texts. After that, we adopted an
iterative process while reading the transcripts and artifacts in order to become
familiar with all the data collected in this study (García and Welter, 2013).
Consistent with Saunders et al. (2016), our familiarity with the interview
transcripts and artifacts was helpful towards engaging fully in the analytical

Age group Proportion 
of 

respondents

Level of 
education

Proportion 
of 

respondents

Marital 
status

Proportion 
of 

respondents

No. of 
children

Proportion 
of 

respondents

Years in 
business

Proportion 
of 

respondents

No. of 
employees

Proportion of 
respondents

18-30yrs 7% Primary 
School 

certificate

23% Single 7% 0 4% 1-5yrs 4% 1-9 88%

31-40yrs 23% Secondary 
School 

certificate

58% Married 89% 1 10% 6-10yrs 4% 10-49 12%

41-50yrs 40% University 
degree

19% Widowed 4% 2 14% 11-15yrs 19% 50-249 0

51-60yrs 23% 3 36% 16-20yrs 7%

61yrs & 
above

7% 4 & above 36% 21yrs & 
above

66%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
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procedures required for taking a phenomenological approach to data analysis.
With the aid of QSR Nvivo, we utilized ‘data-driven codes’and 'a priori codes' to
code significant statements, sentences, and quotes within each transcript and
artifact (this represents first and second-order codes - see Table 2 on the following
page). After that, we rigorously reviewed, thematically analyzed, and categorized
these codes under an aggregate dimension/overarching theme (see Table 2). Each
overarching theme was either derived from the existing literature or derived from
the data when a code could not be labelled using any of the themes derived from
the literature. After that, we explored the data further to identify patterns and
relationships between the codes and themes as presented in the findings section.  

Table 2: Supporting extracts, emergent codes, aggregate dimension, and propositions deriving from
Qualitative Data

Representative Quotes First-order code Second-order code Aggregate Dimension

‘I belong to LASTFADAN and we use to assist each other. We usually make some 
contributions and the total contributions we usually hand over to each other every month 
(rotating savings). Each woman can use her money to buy sewing machines or other 
equipment’. (Respondent C9)
‘We usually get permit from the local government. We usually collect our money and combine 
them together. This money will be taken to the local government in bulk. The permit will be 
cheaper for us compared to those tailors (women entrepreneurs) who directly buy their permit 
from the local government’. (Respondent K5)
‘it is the association that takes all the money to the local government. Those that are within the 
associations don’t pay the same thing as those outside the association. If you don’t belong to 
the union, you pay more’. (Respondent W2)
‘They (NUT) often act as a guarantor for that (loan applications). It’s better (easy access) for 
someone (women entrepreneurs) to go through the union (NUT) rather than go alone’. 
(Respondent F4)
‘They have just done a program that we only got the information through LASTFADAN. It is 
a loan opportunity. It is zero interest. Women got the form. And were able to get the money’. 
(Respondent U13)
‘They are also doing loan opportunity. People are collecting it at the moment. And people are 
getting the money to do businesses. (Respondent W2)
‘There are some money that you can loan from the union that you need to return back. At times 
when we loan women money, they don’t return it’. (Respondent H4)
‘Regarding money, they (LASTFADAN) give loans’. (Respondent J3)
‘NUT charges us 2500naira monthly. People are complaining that the membership fee is 
expensive and should not be more than 500naira’. (Respondent I2)
‘The industrial sewing machines are faster than the leg one (manual machines). Many women 
don’t have it. But those who are members of the Union and don’t have it, can go and use those 
belonging to associates within the cooperative network’. (Respondent K5)
‘I went to one of the shops around, they allowed me to fix a garment using their sewing 
machine. Because we belong to the same cooperative network, they embrace me as if we are 
neighbours’. (Respondent M14)

• Rotating savings 
amongst female members
• Cheaper local 
government permit
• Loan Application 
support
• Cash Advances
• Membership fees 
charged by cooperative 
networks
• Access to production 
equipment owned by 
members

• Access to 
financial and 
physical resources

• How entrepreneurial 
networks influenced women 
entrepreneurship
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Table 2. (Continued)

Representative Quotes First-order code Second-order code Aggregate Dimension

‘the past president did not perform well at
all. He is a male president. There is some
benefit that we suppose to acquire from
Lagos State Government, he sat on it. The
past president kept everything for himself
and his caucus. But now we have a female
president who is doing fine. And no
challenge at all. Everyone is treated
equally’. (Respondent ZB10) 
‘There is rivalry going on between
LASTFADAN and NUT. As such, you are
considered a spy if you attempt to join NUT
while maintaining your membership with
LASTFADAN. If I belonged to
LASTFADAN, I would not be able to get
the opportunity that I am enjoying with
NUT’. (Respondent B1)
‘They (LASTFADAN) always give us
training during our regular meetings. They
introduced us to tie and die program. They
taught us how to produce soap (i.e.,
detergents). How to produce Adire (a form
of garment popular in Africa). Then making
beads. One can choose to attend any of these
training sessions, and they gave us
certificate of attendance’. (Respondent
ZB10)
‘On our meeting day, the union leaders show
us some clothes that have been sewn. For
instance, last Monday during our meeting
we had a training on how to sew some new
style. How garments should be cut, joined
and sewn’. (Respondent C9)
‘I am one of those sent to technical school
by LASTFADAN. There are lot of benefits
I enjoyed from the training. They tutored us
for 3 months. After we completed the
program, they gave us a certificate’.
(Respondent W2)
‘When the placing of stone on a dress was in
vogue, I didn’t understand how to place
stone on a dress. But because of the meeting
and the union meeting that I usually attend,
I was able to walk up to someone, one of the
members to enlighten me on how she always
places the stone on a dress and she actually
put me through. So, I have gained a lot from
my membership’. (Respondent G2)
‘When I go to cooperative meetings and I
see a style produced by a member, I often
ask the person to explain how they produce
the garment’. (Respondent J3)
‘We learn from each other. We talk to each
other’. (Respondent A13)
‘What I don’t understand well, I go and meet
others and someone within the association
can put me through. And if they don’t
understand they ask me, and I tell them’.
(Respondent E1)

• Women-led cooperative networks
• Rivalries among women-led cooperative
networks
• Frequent development program for women
• Information about external skill
development opportunities
• Peer-to-peer learning/training
• Professional/marital advice

• Access to human resource
development

• How entrepreneurial networks influenced
women entrepreneurship
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Table 2. (Continued)

4. Findings

In the subheadings below we discuss how entrepreneurial networks influenced
women’s entrepreneurship in the context of our study

4.1. Access to Financial And Physical Resources

A large proportion of the women entrepreneurs explained that the membership of
their entrepreneurial networks (i.e., NUT and LASTFADAN) influenced their
businesses’ access to resources (financial and physical), knowledge support,
customers, and crucial information that supported the growth of their businesses.
The interviewed women entrepreneurs explained that their membership and the
information/advice received from their entrepreneurial networks (i.e.,
LASTFADAN and NUT) had an adverse and supportive influence on their
businesses’ access to financial resources. Regarding the adverse impact arising
from their membership of their entrepreneurial networks, thirty-seven percent
(37%) of the sampled women explained that their membership of NUT and

Representative Quotes First-order code Second-order code Aggregate Dimension

‘When customers see the stickers of NUT in front of
your shop. They respect you’. (Respondent J3)
‘If I get a lot of jobs (garment production) and my
apprentice/employees cannot handle it because the job is
large. I will call my colleagues who we are members of
NUT. I will tell them to come and help me. We will
agree together, and they will help me. I will be able to
complete the job on time and I will not disappoint the
customer’. (Respondent K5)
‘they (LASTFADAN) bring some men to advertise our
work to put it on the internet. They register us so that we
can showcase our handwork. SO that anybody that likes
the style, they will contact us and we will produce
garments for that person and we will collect our money’.
(Respondent ZB10)
‘they offer us seminars and teach us how to make our
customers happy’. (Respondent H4)
‘LASTFADAN advises during meetings that we should
keep our shop clean, do our work well and not to do our
work badly’. (Respondent C9)
‘They help us export out product. We attended so many
exhibitions including China some years ago’.
(Respondent T0)
‘LASTFADAN allows people to know me. For
example, the association launched their website and
through it people can reach us. So many people that I
have never met before, but through LASTFADAN, I
have been able to meet great people. People I have never
seen before, I now know them. People that I use to look
at from afar, now through lastfadan, I am able to draw
near them now’. (Respondent V17)
‘Members of my alma Mata at primary and secondary
school levels are patronising my business. I get
customers through them’. (Respondent G2)
‘I also belong to ASALATU sisters. A Muslim
sisterhood. I also belong to Egbe Gbobaniyi of Ijebu in
Ogun State. I am a member of Asarudeen group of
Nigeria. My associates in these various associations
patronise my business. I have customers in all those
group’. (Respondent S13)
‘I sew clothes for members of the Muslim association I
belong to. I also sew for their children. And during the
Muslim celebration, I also sew their clothes that they
plan on using for the celebration. For example, during
Ileya festival (religious festival prominent in Nigeria)’.
(Respondent P7)

• Emblem of Cooperative networks
• Social legitimacy
• Support to access, retain and
improve customer satisfaction
• Affiliates of other Cooperative
networks are part of clienteles

• Customer attraction and retention • How entrepreneurial networks influenced
women entrepreneurship 
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LASTFADAN increased their overhead cost and thus, reduced their enterprises’
cash position/financial resource. According to these women entrepreneurs, all
members of LASTFADAN and NUT are required to pay a compulsory 5000NGN
as registration fee and 400NGN per month (i.e., 4800NGN annually) for
membership subscription. According to an executive who managed day-to-day
operations at LASTFADAN, the membership subscription fee represented about
five percent (5%) of the average monthly revenue generated within women-
owned businesses. As such, one respondent commented that:

People are complaining that the membership fee is expensive and should not
be more than 500NGN’. (Respondent I2)

This comment suggests that the membership fee increases the monthly
overhead expenses incurred within women-owned businesses. Moreover, it
means that the profit generated within women-owned businesses will be reduced
by the membership fee that women entrepreneurs incur to become associates of
their respective entrepreneurial networks. Yet, women entrepreneurs continue to
maintain the membership of their entrepreneurial networks especially as we
observed that none of the interviewed respondents has rescinded their
membership of their business association. Perhaps, the benefits derivable from
women entrepreneurs’ membership of their entrepreneurial networks outweighs
the associated costs.

Twelve percent (12%) of the sampled women identified that their
membership of their respective entrepreneurial networks (i.e., NUT and
LASTFADAN) was beneficial as local government officials sold the Government
trading permits, required for all entrepreneurs, at a lower price to those women
who were members of an entrepreneurial network. For instance, one of the
interviewed women entrepreneurs stated that:

It is the association that takes all the money to the local government. Those
that are within the associations don’t pay the same thing as those outside the
association. If you don’t belong to the union, you pay more. (Respondent W2)

This means that women’s membership of an entrepreneurial network is
beneficial for reducing the overhead expenses and improving cash savings within
women-owned businesses. Moreover, the women entrepreneurs included in this
study identified that their entrepreneurial networks often provided information
that supported their access to financial resources. In that light, twenty percent
(20%) of the interviewed women entrepreneurs explained that they have in the
past obtained information about external finance through which they were able to
improve their businesses’ financial position. This means that entrepreneurial
networks might be a crucial medium for women entrepreneurs to obtain
information about external finance opportunities. In addition to that, but contrary
to some prior studies (such as Lincoln, 2012), eleven percent (11%) of the women
entrepreneurs revealed that their entrepreneurial networks (NUT and
LASTFADAN) frequently guaranteed their loan applications. In that regard,
Respondent F4 explained that:
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NUT often acts as a guarantor for that (loan applications). It’s better (easy
access) for someone (women entrepreneurs) to go through the union (NUT)
rather than go alone’. (Respondent F4)

Moreover, twenty percent (20%) of the women entrepreneurs included in this
study (e.g., respondents X1, ZA9) explained that they had in the past received
cash advances from NUT and LASTFADAN. These women explained that the
cash advance (also known as Ajo) operated differently from the general
microfinance facility offered by financial institutions. 

Respondents X1 and ZA9 explained that the Ajo cash advance is unique and
different from the microcredit, where the micro-financial institution provides the
loan amount; charges interest on the capital sum and requires women
entrepreneurs to meet certain conditions before the credit facility can be approved
(Madichie and Nkamnebe, 2010). Senior executives of NUT and LASTFADAN
explained that there were no interest charges and conditions to satisfy, other than
the membership of either NUT or LASTFADAN, to receive Ajo cash advance.
Moreover, these women believe that the Ajo is more comfortable accessing than
the standard credit facility from financial institutions. Thus, we perceive that Ajo
offered by entrepreneurial networks might represent a valuable alternative to the
conventional facilities offered by financial institutions, which women
entrepreneurs have often considered difficult to access. Over 80 percent of the
interviewed women entrepreneurs mentioned that they do not utilise formal
facilities from banks because they do not possess a personal bank account, lacked
assets for collateral, needed a guarantor to guarantee repayment, could not afford
the high interest rate charged by banks and they feared they would be unable to
repay back the loan amount. About 50% of the women entrepreneurs (including
Respondents H4, J3, I2, M14 and K5) stated clearly that the informal loans (Ajo)
offered by their entrepreneurial networks do not require a guarantor, possess low
interest repayment, and does not require a collateral for women entrepreneurs to
obtain the funds. Based on the foregoing, entrepreneurial networks represent a
source of finance that might be more sensitive to the characteristics of women-
owned enterprises compared to conventional loan facilities from banks. 

With regards to physical resources, senior executives within NUT and
LASTFADAN explained that female members have access to sewing machines
and other garment production equipment owned by other colleagues within the
entrepreneurial network. In agreement, two women entrepreneurs commented
that:

The industrial sewing machines are faster than the leg one (manual
machines). Many women don’t have it. But those who are members of the Union
and don’t have it, can go and use those belonging to associates within the
entrepreneurial network. (Respondent K5)

I went to one of the shops around, they allowed me to fix a garment using their
sewing machine. Because we belong to the same entrepreneurial network, they
embrace me as if we are neighbours. (Respondent M14)
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These commentaries imply that entrepreneurial networks represent a medium
through which women entrepreneurs can overcome the challenges arising from
the lack of physical resources. This is crucial for women in the developing
economies especially as they are often confronted with the inability to own
properties including land and buildings in many African countries. According to
Respondents K5 and M14, the lack of crucial garment production equipment can
adversely impact the type and quality of garments women entrepreneurs produce.
Thus, this evidence infers that the entrepreneurial network represents a medium
through which women entrepreneurs can access physical resources and improve
the quality of their production outputs.

4.2. Access to Human Resource Development

Above half (52%) of the sampled women stated that NUT and LASTFADAN
provided them with training sessions that enhanced their proficiency in garment
production. That was made explicit by respondents J3, C9, and LASTFADAN’s
current Chair, respectively.

NUT usually gives us seminars. At the workshop, they teach us new styles.
For example, last week, they showed us how to put diamond stones on clothes
using gum instead of stove irons. They also teach us how to cut clothes using
paper (Respondent J3).

In LASTFADAN, on our meeting day, they show us some clothes that have
been sewn. For instance, last week Monday, during our meeting, we had training
on how to sew some new style/design. How these cloths materials should be cut,
joined, and sewn (Respondent C9).

We just finished one (training session) last Friday for them (WOSBs) to
improve their work (garment production) so that they can be sewing their clothes
very neat, know how to sew quality clothes and make international sizes and make
measurements so that everything will be perfect (LASTFADAN Chair).

Based on the views expressed above, there is a trend indicating that the
sewing and fashion industry is volatile. Therefore, women’s membership of
entrepreneurial networks (i.e.., NUT and LASTFADAN) is beneficial for
maintaining women's skills in garment manufacturing and keeping them in touch
with trending designs in the fashion world. Doing this will enable women
entrepreneurs to retain and attract more customers to their enterprises. In addition
to that, the commentaries of respondents J3, C9 and LASTFADAN chair revealed
that entrepreneurial networks represent a crucial medium through which women
can hone their skills.

Besides, all the respondents mentioned that NUT and LASTFADAN
enhanced their non-formal skills through social learning. According to senior
executives of NUT and LASTFADAN, all female members needed to wear
dresses designed and styled by themselves to the business associations’ meetings.
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As such, twenty-four percent (24%) of the interviewed women claimed that they
often interchanged ideas with other female members whose garments they loved
the style of. According to respondents E1 and G2, such discussions were centered
on how the garments were designed, joined, and sewn. Through this social
learning, twenty-four percent (24%) of these women entrepreneurs revealed that
their level of expertise in garment production has significantly improved. Against
that backdrop, social learning is perhaps more effective within single-sex
business associations as women would have more to learn from associates of
similar gender especially in the instance where they focus on female-only
markets. This conclusion contrasts with Madichie (2009), who suggested that a
business association comprising of associates with mixed gender is most
beneficial for management. Perhaps, the conclusion contrasts with prior studies
because the respondents in this study mainly serviced female markets and
customers. 

Furthermore, twenty-four percent (24%) of the sampled women mentioned
that they obtained from NUT and LASTFADAN information about skill
development and enhancement programs offered by other supporting
organizations. This was made explicit by respondent W2 who expressed that:

If not for LASTFADAN, I would not have heard about the training offered by
the technical school in Lagos. There was a lot that I benefited from that training
they gave us at the technical school. They tutored us for three months. After we
completed the program, they gave us a certificate. They tutored us a lot.
(Respondent W2).

Similarly, respondents J3, S13, and T0 likewise stated that they had accessed
exceptional knowledge about women empowerment programs that improved
their competence level. Respondents W2 and E1 claimed that before joining NUT
and LASTFADAN, they had limited access to such notable intelligence about
training opportunities that could have enhanced their management within their
sewing businesses. This suggests that the membership of an entrepreneurial
network represents an essential medium through which women entrepreneurs can
access training information useful for their businesses.

4.3. Customer Attraction and Retention

The women entrepreneurs included in this study mentioned that their
entrepreneurial networks linked them up with potential customers. In that regard,
thirty-six percent (36%) of the sampled women entrepreneurs claimed that they
could locate potential customers through their membership of NUT and
LASTFADAN. To further illustrate this, comments from respondents G2, T0 and
V17 are respectively highlighted below:

If not for the union, I do not think, you will have my number talk less of
interviewing me today. You have my number through a friend whom I met in the
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union. This has given me and has exposed me to potential customers (Respondent
G2).

The association organizes clothes exhibitions from time to time (Respondent
T0).

LASTFADAN allows people to know me. For example, we opened our
website so that people can reach us (Respondent V17).

The above remarks made by respondents G2, T0, and V17 indicates that the
membership of entrepreneurial networks, i.e., LASTFADAN and NUT, is a
useful medium for accessing social legitimacy for women-owned businesses.
This is crucial in contexts where women lack social acceptance in their
community. Besides, by organising exhibitions entrepreneurial networks
represent a medium through which women entrepreneurs expand their share of
the market. Furthermore, eighteen percent (18%) of the women entrepreneurs
mentioned that they recorded growth in their clientele when they pasted the
insignia of NUT or LASTFADAN at the entrance of their workshops. One of the
women who made such comments was respondent J3, who stated that:

Since I started using the stickers of NUT in front of my shop, I noticed that
many more customers patronized my business than before. Because of my
membership of NUT, all my customers now respect me (Respondent J3).

Likewise, Respondents G2, V4, H17, and Y10 similarly commented that they
utilised the badge and other proofs of membership of an entrepreneurial network
to attract additional customers and improve their retention and access to potential
customers. They revealed further that the emblem of LASTFADAN/NUT
represented evidence to potential customers that they could produce garments of
high quality. Thus, it is possible to imply that these women (including
respondents V4, J3, Y10, H17, and G2) use the insignias of LASTFADAN/NUT
as a strategy for gaining access to potential customers. This casts new light on the
benefits of entrepreneurial networks as a means by which women entrepreneurs
can gain social legitimacy and access to the Nigerian market.

The women that partook in this study identified that their membership of
other entrepreneurial networks, apart from those directly related to their business
(i.e., old school associations), enhanced their access to potential clients as their
affiliates patronized their businesses. Twenty-eight percent (28%) of the
interviewed women entrepreneurs mentioned that they were members of other
business associations such as old school associations and sociocultural groups,
constituting entrepreneurial networks (Brush et al., 2009). Twenty-eight percent
(28%) of the interviewed women entrepreneur identified that their membership of
these other groups enabled them to access potential customers. This means that
women’s co-associates within other business networks are probable to become
their customers. This suggests that women can enhance their access to potential
customers through their membership of other entrepreneurial network groups. In
other words, the proportion of customers that patronises women-owned business
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could be determined by the number of entrepreneurial networks women
entrepreneurs are members of.

The women entrepreneurs mentioned that their entrepreneurial networks,
through the provision of professional advice, influenced their access to potential
customers. Particularly, eighteen percent (18%) of the women entrepreneurs
mentioned that NUT and LASTFADAN provided expert guidance that enhanced
their ability to retain and access customers, which enhanced their clientele. In that
regard, four of the women entrepreneurs commented:

They usually advise us during the meeting day that we should keep our shop
clean. They tell us to work well and avoid doing our work badly (Respondent C9).

NUT always advises us to sew very well. Many of us do not sew well for
customers. And if you do not sew well for customers, customers will leave
(Respondent H4).

As the Chair lady, I talk to my women on how to draw more customers to their
businesses (NUT Female Chair).

Every day, we see that fashion is changing. If you do not keep up, fashion will
leave you behind. We advise our people that please do not stay in one place
(LASTFADAN Female Executive).

Thus, the advice from NUT and LASTFADAN was perhaps vital, especially
as many of these women are semi-literate. Therefore, it is probable to conclude
that entrepreneurial networks, through the provision of advice, positively
enhanced women’s ability to retain customers and their ability to attract new
customers to their businesses.

5. Discussion 

This study utilized a social feminist perspective of social capital to investigate
how entrepreneurial networks influenced women’s entrepreneurship in
developing economies. We described the “social feminist perspective of social
capital” as the way women utilize social relationships (including entrepreneurial
and professional networks) to access crucial social resources. Thus, we unravelled
gender-related issues, contexts, and points of view , which we used to widen the
gender inclusiveness of the social capital perspective.

Entrepreneurial networks represent a useful medium through which women
entrepreneurs can gain access to financial and physical resources, human resource
development, and social and external support opportunities for customer
attraction and retention within women-owned businesses — see Figure 1.
Particularly, entrepreneurial networks represent a crucial source of capital for
women entrepreneurs in developing countries within the African context,
especially as they have limited access to financial and physical capital without the
support of a male figure or an institution (Adom et al., 2018; Lincoln, 2012) due
to cultural barriers (Anggadwita et al., 2017).
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Figure 1: How entrepreneurial networks influence women entrepreneurship in a developing
economy in Africa

Source: Authors' Idea

The cash advances offered by entrepreneurial networks (for instance Ajo-
rotating savings) might represent a feminine source of finance because it is more
accessible than conventional facilities offered by banks and other financial
institutions. This explains why approximately sixty percent of women
entrepreneurs in the developing economies mainly utilize informal financing,
such as that from entrepreneurial networks, to start or grow their businesses
(World Bank Group, 2018). Entrepreneurial networks, through peer-to-peer
learning for example, offer an effective medium for reducing the proportion of
uneducated women that characterise the developing economies. This is contrary
to Madichie (2009), who suggested that women entrepreneurs do not support
their kind. Perhaps, women entrepreneurs have recognized the need to work
together, as they did during the Nigerian colonial era, to curtail the adverse impact
of gender inequality and feminine subordination (Simba et al., 2022). 

Entrepreneurial networks play human resources roles, creating opportunities
and resources that contribute to personal development or organizational
development in women’s entrepreneurship — see Figure 1. This role is critical
given that the majority of women entrepreneurs in developing countries like
Nigeria are uneducated and often lack the skills necessary to operate or manage
businesses effectively. Entrepreneurial societies provide training and
administration resources for women to acquire bookkeeping skills, basic
accounting skills, marketing, and negotiation skills. This resource enables women
entrepreneurs to maintain financial prudence, move their businesses from
informal to formal enterprise, and increase their production and employment
capacity.
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Besides, entrepreneurial networks represent a medium through which women
entrepreneurs gain social legitimacy in their community — see Figure 1. This
legitimization is particularly crucial for attracting potential customers who, based
on the feminine subordination norm, assume that women are less skilful/
competent when compared with their male counterparts. Besides, women utilized
the emblem of their entrepreneurial network to indicate to potential customers
that they produce quality garments — see Figure 1. This contradicts Oke (2013),
who concluded that entrepreneurs mainly access financial resources through their
entrepreneurial networks. Women entrepreneurs also receive guidance on marital
issues (including children upbringing and managing work-family conflict) from
senior female affiliates and leaders within the entrepreneurial networks — see
Figure 1. This form of guidance is crucial, especially as existing studies (i.e.,
Ogundana et al., 2018) identified that African women entrepreneurs often
struggle to balance work-family life. The personal-related advice women receive
from their entrepreneurial network could help ease the longstanding motherhood-
related challenges women encounter while attempting to grow their businesses.

6. Conclusion, Limitations, and Future Research

This paper utilized a social feminist perspective of social capital to investigate
how entrepreneurial networks influence women’s entrepreneurship in a
developing economy such as Nigeria. Clear evidence was found demonstrating
that entrepreneurial networks represent a useful medium through which women
entrepreneurs are gaining access to financial and physical resources, human
resource development, and social and external support opportunities for customer
attraction and retention in the African context. Specifically, and from a social
feminist perspective, women entrepreneurs utilised their membership of
entrepreneurial networks as a medium for acquiring: (1) funds sensitive to their
unique characteristics, (2) business information from peer-to-peer learning, (3)
social legitimacy, and (4) guidance for resolving marital conflicts. Besides,
women utilized their membership of an entrepreneurial network to establish
social relationships with senior women entrepreneurs who provide them with
useful business- and personal-related information. Women entrepreneurs' access
to such information (such as personal-related information) helps to alleviate the
work-family conflict prominent in many developing countries within Africa. 

This paper makes important contributions to women’s entrepreneurship.
Women entrepreneurs in Nigeria face a multitude of factors, such as the lack of
access to money and institutional voids, that militate against the growth prospects
of their enterprises. Thus, we propose that in developing countries, characterised
by a weak or non-existent entrepreneurship ecosystem, entrepreneurial networks
represent a vital medium that could be used to fill the voids created by a weak
institutional environment. Secondly, this article proposes that new women
entrepreneurs should be encouraged to become members of an entrepreneurial
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network at business commencement. Membership of an entrepreneurial network
could be a source of encouragement and support mechanism for new women
entrepreneurs during their business' start-up phase which oftentimes is
characterised by turbulence that often results in the untimely demise of their
venture. Membership of an entrepreneurial network could represent a useful
mechanism for supporting the entrepreneurship ecosystem to reduce the
proportion of business collapses prominent amongst women entrepreneurs in the
developing countries in Africa.

Lastly, this article makes important contributions to women entrepreneurship
literature in terms of revising a male-based perspective into a gender-inclusive
field. We recommend that future studies on women’s entrepreneurship should
avoid moulding women in the form of men. Instead, efforts should be taken to
inculcate the feminine perspective and context to improve the gender-sensitivity
of entrepreneurship theory. The sample size limits this study as the findings
cannot be statistically generalized to other contexts; yet, it allowed for a deep
level of analysis, theory-building, and theoretical generalization. In that light, we
encourage quantitative researchers to test our finding using a large volume of data
in contexts similar to that of this study.
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Appendix: Sample of interview questions

What role did entrepreneurial networks play in your access to money for your business?

In which ways have entrepreneurial networks influenced the current number of customers within your business? 

How often do the entrepreneurial networks you belong to set up training sessions and skills enhancement programs? 
How have these programs influenced the growth of your business?

How do entrepreneurial networks impact female members’ level of expertise?

In what ways have entrepreneurial networks affected female members’ level of experience?

In what ways have entrepreneurial networks influenced the role of women in their family/home?

How do entrepreneurial networks influence the State and Federal Government?

In which ways have entrepreneurial networks contributed to the issues confronting the growth and performance of 
women-owned businesses?


