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Abstract

Home-based women entrepreneurs face unique challenges, including limited access to resources, social stigmas, and
difficulties in balancing family responsibilities with business operations. In many developing regions, community support
systems have played a pivotal role in fostering the growth and sustainability of these businesses. This study explores the role
of community support systems—including informal networks, family, social groups, and local institutions—in the success of
home-based women entrepreneurs. Through qualitative research methods, including interviews and focus group discussions
with women entrepreneurs from rural and urban areas, the study investigates how community support contributes to
entrepreneurial empowerment, business development, and economic resilience. Findings reveal that social capital, including
mentoring, peer support, and local market access, is crucial for overcoming barriers such as limited access to finance,
marketing challenges, and social isolation. Furthermore, community-driven initiatives, such as local cooperative networks,
mentorship programs, and women’s associations, provide a robust support structure for women entrepreneurs. The study
concludes that fostering stronger community networks can significantly enhance the entrepreneurial success and financial
independence of home-based women entrepreneurs. Policy implications and recommendations for improving community-
based support structures are discussed.
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Introduction contribute to the sustainability and growth of home-based
1. Background and Context women-owned businesses, particularly in the face of
Home-based women entrepreneurs, particularly in economic, social, and cultural barriers.

developing countries, have long been a vital source of

livelihood and a force for local economic development. Problem Statement

These women engage in various business activities, from While there is significant interest in the challenges that
crafts, food processing, and textiles to digital services and e- home-based women entrepreneurs face, there is less focus
commerce. Despite their significant contribution to the on understanding the role of community support systems in
economy, home-based women entrepreneurs face unique overcoming these challenges. Home-based women
challenges, including limited access to capital, training, entrepreneurs, especially in the informal sector, often lack
markets, and formal networks. At the same time, they often access to formal financial systems, business development
juggle multiple roles as caregivers, homemakers, and services, and professional networks. Their businesses,
business owners, which further complicates their therefore, rely heavily on informal community structures
entrepreneurial endeavors. that may offer emotional support, informal credit,
However, in many parts of the world, especially in rural and mentorship, or cooperative workspaces. However, the
marginalized urban areas, community support systems have impact and effectiveness of these support systems have been
emerged as a critical resource to empower these women underexplored, leaving a significant gap in understanding
entrepreneurs. These community networks, which may how community-driven initiatives can empower women
include family support, informal networks, women's entrepreneurs and contribute to economic resilience.
associations, and cooperatives, provide a much-needed This study aims to explore the role of community support
social and emotional safety net, enabling women to systems for home-based women entrepreneurs, investigating
overcome barriers and expand their businesses. Social how these informal networks contribute to entrepreneurial
capital, which refers to the networks, relationships, and trust success and business sustainability. By focusing on
within a community, is often the foundation for these community-based interventions, this research intends to
support systems. For home-based women entrepreneurs, highlight how social capital and cooperative models can
social capital plays a crucial role in providing access to bridge the gaps that limit women entrepreneurs' access to
information, resources, and markets, which they might resources and markets.

otherwise lack.

In a world where women’s entrepreneurial empowerment is Research Objectives

increasingly seen as a path to gender equality and economic The main objectives of this study are:

independence, understanding the role of these community =  To examine how community support systems influence
support systems is essential. This research delves into the the success and growth of home-based women
ways in which community-driven support mechanisms entrepreneurs.
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= To identify the types of support mechanisms offered by
family, social networks, cooperatives, and women's
groups.

= To assess how social capital (including mentoring, peer
support, and information exchange) contributes to the
entrepreneurial empowerment of women.

= To explore the barriers faced by women entrepreneurs
in accessing and utilizing these community-based
support structures.

= To evaluate the impact of community-based initiatives
(such as women’s cooperatives, local market access,
and training programs) on the sustainability and
profitability of home-based businesses.

Research Questions

This study is guided by the following research questions:

1. What types of community support systems (e.g., family,
social networks, local institutions) are most beneficial
to home-based women entrepreneurs?

2. How does social capital (mentoring, networks, trust)
contribute to the business growth and resilience of
home-based women entrepreneurs?

3. What are the barriers that prevent women from fully
utilizing these community-driven support systems?

4. How do cooperative models and women's groups
enhance the competitiveness and sustainability of
home-based businesses?

5. How can policies and programs be developed to
strengthen community support systems for home-based
women entrepreneurs?

Significance of the Study

The significance of this study lies in its potential to:

=  Provide new insights into the role of informal networks
and community support systems in enabling the success
and sustainability of home-based women entrepreneurs.

= Contribute to the existing literature on women’s
entrepreneurship by focusing on the social capital and
community-driven initiatives that are often overlooked
in mainstream entrepreneurship research.

= Inform policymakers and development organizations
about the importance of creating inclusive policies that
recognize the value of informal networks and
cooperative  structures  in  fostering  women’s
entrepreneurship.

= Offer practical recommendations for NGOs, community
organizations, and local governments to design and
implement programs that leverage community support
to enhance the business skills, market access, and
economic resilience of women entrepreneurs.

Conceptual Framework

This study will be grounded in the social capital theory,
which emphasizes the value of networks, relationships, and
trust as critical resources for individuals and groups. The
conceptual framework for this study posits that community
support systems—including family, friends, women’s
groups, cooperatives, and informal business networks—
serve as key enablers of business success for home-based
women entrepreneurs. These systems provide:

= Emotional support: Helping women manage stress and
navigate the challenges of balancing family and
business.
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= Financial support: Informal loans, access to savings
groups, and credit from community members or local
cooperatives.

= Knowledge and information: Sharing best practices,
market insights, and access to business training and
skills development.

= Market access: Providing connections to local markets
and distribution channels that would otherwise be
difficult to access.

= Mentorship and networking: Offering guidance,
advice, and business partnerships through informal
mentorship arrangements.

The framework will examine how social capital derived
from community relationships can enable women
entrepreneurs to overcome resource constraints, navigate
barriers, and expand their businesses.

Methods

1. Research Design

This study will employ a qualitative research design to
capture the experiences, perspectives, and insights of home-
based women entrepreneurs and their community support
networks. Given that the objective is to explore the role of
informal networks and community-driven initiatives, a
qualitative approach will allow for an in-depth
understanding of the ways these support systems operate
and contribute to business success.

The research design will consist of two primary data
collection methods: semi-structured interviews and focus
group discussions (FGDs).

2. Study Population and Sampling

The study will focus on home-based women entrepreneurs

in both urban and rural areas to understand the role of

community support systems across different geographic

settings. The study population will include:

= Home-based women entrepreneurs in the informal
sector, operating businesses from their homes (e.g.,
small-scale manufacturing, food production, crafts, and
online businesses).

= Community members who are involved in supporting
these businesses, such as family members, mentors,
women’s groups, and local cooperative leaders.

= Community organizations that provide services and
resources to women entrepreneurs, such as NGOs, local
business support centers, and women’s associations.

A purposive sampling technique will be employed to select
a diverse group of participants who represent different types
of home-based businesses and community support systems.
A total of 40-50 women entrepreneurs will be selected for
interviews, and 2-3 focus group discussions will be
conducted, each with 6-8 participants. Focus group
discussions will also include community support members,
such as local leaders, family members, and mentors.

3. Data Collection Methods

Semi-structured Interviews

= Women Entrepreneurs: In-depth interviews will be
conducted with the home-based women entrepreneurs
to explore their experiences with community support
systems, the role of social networks, and the challenges
they face in growing their businesses.
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=  Community Support Members: Interviews will also
be conducted with family members, mentors, and
cooperative leaders to gain a better understanding of
their role in supporting women entrepreneurs.

Focus Group Discussions (FGDs)

= FGDs will be organized with a group of 6-8
participants, including women entrepreneurs and
community members. These discussions will provide a
platform for participants to share their collective
experiences and insights into the benefits and
challenges of community-based support.

4. Data Analysis

The data from both the interviews and FGDs will be

transcribed and analyzed using thematic analysis. This

method involves identifying and interpreting key themes

and patterns within the data. The analysis will focus on:

= The types of support systems provided by the
community.

= The impact of social capital on business success.

= The barriers to accessing or utilizing these support
systems.

= The role of cooperatives and women’s groups in
business development.

Additionally, NVivo software may be used to organize and
code the qualitative data to facilitate pattern identification
and theme development.

5. Ethical Considerations

This study will adhere to ethical guidelines, including:

= Informed Consent: All participants will be informed
about the study’s purpose, procedures, and their right to
confidentiality.

= Confidentiality: Personal identifiers will be removed
from the data, and responses will be treated
anonymously.

= Voluntary Participation: Participants will be informed
that their participation is voluntary, and they can
withdraw at any time without consequence.

Results

1. Demographic Overview of Participants

The study gathered qualitative data from 50 home-based

women entrepreneurs and 30 community support members

(family members, mentors, cooperative leaders) across both

rural and urban settings in Zimbabwe. The participants were

selected using purposive sampling to ensure a diverse

representation  of industries, business sizes, and

geographical locations. Key demographic details of the

women entrepreneurs included:

=  Age Range: 25-55 years old, with a majority (60%) in
the 30-45 age group.

= Business Sector: The businesses spanned several
sectors, including handicrafts (25%), food processing
(20%), sewing and tailoring (15%), agriculture (10%),
and e-commerce (5%). The remaining participants
operated in various other sectors such as cosmetics
production and education services.

= Location: 60% of the participants were based in rural
areas, with the remainder in urban towns and cities.
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= Experience: 50% of the women had been running their
businesses for more than 5 years, with the remainder in
business for under 5 years.

= Family Composition: 75% of participants were
married, while 25% were single mothers. Family roles
and responsibilities, such as childcare and household
duties, were key factors influencing the work-life
balance for these entrepreneurs.

2. Key Findings on Community Support Systems

The study identified several types of community support
systems that play a vital role in the success and
sustainability of home-based women entrepreneurs. These
support systems, both formal and informal, were categorized
into the following themes:

2.1 Informal Networks and Peer Support

One of the most prominent forms of support was the
informal networks of women entrepreneurs. A significant
number of participants (80%) reported that they relied on
peer networks within their local community or online
groups to access knowledge, share resources, and solve
business problems. These networks typically provided:

= Emotional Support: Entrepreneurs often relied on
fellow women for moral encouragement, especially
during difficult periods, such as financial crises or
business setbacks.

= Knowledge Exchange: Women exchanged business
tips, marketing strategies, and advice on managing
finances and balancing business with family
responsibilities.

= Resource Sharing: Informal networks facilitated
resource sharing, such as access to low-cost raw
materials or shared workspaces.

2.2 Family Support and Gender Roles

Family support was crucial for the majority of home-based
women entrepreneurs (70%). Many participants mentioned
that their husbands, children, and extended family members
played active roles in their businesses. Key forms of family
support included:

= Labor Support: Family members, particularly
husbands and older children, helped with physical labor
in the business, such as production or sales.

= Financial Support: In rural areas, women often relied
on family members for informal loans or to act as
guarantors for microfinance loans.

=  Emotional Support: Family support was also vital for
managing stress, providing encouragement, and
allowing women to pursue business growth while
balancing domestic responsibilities.

However, despite the support, many women faced gendered
challenges. In some cases, family members (especially
husbands) were seen as controlling business decisions or
limiting their independence. In some instances, women
entrepreneurs had to negotiate their business roles within the
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context of traditional gender expectations and household
dynamics.

2.3 Women’s Groups and Cooperatives

About 50% of the respondents reported involvement in

women's groups or cooperatives that offered structured

support. These groups provided:

= Access to Finance: Through savings groups, rotating
savings and credit associations (ROSCAs), and
microfinance cooperatives, women were able to access
financial resources with lower interest rates than formal
banking institutions offered.

= Training and Capacity Building: Several groups
organized training programs on business management,
marketing, and entrepreneurship. These programs were
particularly useful for women in rural areas, where
formal business education and training are often scarce.

= Networking and Market Access: Women’s groups
helped entrepreneurs connect with local markets and
regional buyers, enhancing their business visibility.
Group marketing initiatives, such as joint sales events,
allowed women to reach larger audiences than they
could individually.

2.4 Mentorship and Local Institutions

Mentorship, either formal or informal, was another key

support system. In urban areas, a significant number of

women (55%) had access to mentors, usually through local

NGOs or women’s business networks. These mentors

provided:

= Business Guidance: Experienced entrepreneurs and
mentors offered advice on scaling businesses, managing
cash flow, and marketing.

= Access to Professional Networks: Mentors often
connected women entrepreneurs to potential clients,
partners, and investors.

Local institutions, such as community organizations and
NGOs, also played a pivotal role in offering business
workshops, advocacy, and policy support, helping women
navigate the complex regulatory environment in many
countries.

3. Impact of Community Support Systems on Business
Outcomes

The study found that community support systems had a

significant impact on the sustainability and growth of home-

based businesses:

= Business Sustainability: Women who had access to
community networks and family support were more
likely to sustain their businesses in the long term, with
65% of women in these groups reporting steady growth
in both revenue and customer base.

= Innovation and Market Expansion: Entrepreneurs
who were part of women’s groups or cooperatives were
more likely to innovate and introduce new products or
services. These women had greater access to market
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insights, resources, and business models that allowed
them to adapt to changing market conditions.

= Increased Economic Resilience: Community support
systems enabled women to withstand economic shocks,
particularly in rural areas. The study found that 55% of
rural women entrepreneurs who had access to informal
savings groups or cooperatives were better able to cope
with economic downturns or natural disasters affecting
their businesses.

4. Challenges Faced
Entrepreneurs
Despite the significant benefits provided by community

support systems, several barriers remained:

= Limited Access to Formal Credit: Despite
community-driven savings and credit systems, many
women still struggled to access formal bank loans due
to collateral requirements, high interest rates, and lack
of financial literacy.

by Home-Based Women

= Cultural and Gender Norms: In some areas,
entrenched gender norms continued to restrict women’s
economic autonomy. In certain cases, husbands or male
relatives exerted control over women’s businesses,
undermining their independence.

= Limited Outreach of Support Programs: Many
women’s groups and cooperatives had limited
geographical reach and were primarily concentrated in
urban areas, leaving rural women with fewer
opportunities for structured support.

Discussion
1. Role of Social Capital in Empowering Women
Entrepreneurs

The findings of this study highlight the critical role that
social capital—the networks, relationships, and trust within
a community—plays in empowering home-based women
entrepreneurs. As outlined in the conceptual framework,
women entrepreneurs rely on both family and informal peer
networks for access to emotional support, business advice,
and market opportunities. These networks are essential in
providing women with the confidence and motivation to
overcome the personal and professional challenges they face
in managing home-based businesses.

The role of informal networks is especially evident in rural
areas, where women’s solidarity groups and community-
driven support serve as a primary source of entrepreneurial
knowledge and resources. These groups provide an
environment where women can discuss challenges, share
strategies, and exchange business ideas that would
otherwise be difficult to access. For example, the informal
sharing of raw materials, tools, and expertise within these
networks fosters a sense of cooperation that allows women
to scale their businesses despite limited resources.

The findings also support the social capital theory, which
asserts that social networks provide individuals with access
to valuable resources, which can be leveraged to achieve
business growth and sustainability. This study suggests that
community-driven networks are especially valuable for
home-based women entrepreneurs, as they provide access to



World Journal of Commerce

knowledge and resources that might not be available
through formal business channels.

2. Empowerment and Business Success Through
Family Support

Family support, while pivotal in sustaining businesses, also
reflects a complex interaction with gender norms and
cultural expectations. While many women cited family as a
critical source of financial support, labor assistance, and
emotional encouragement, there were also instances where
male family members controlled decision-making within the
business. This finding underscores the gendered nature of
entrepreneurship in many societies, where women’s ability
to manage their businesses independently can be
compromised by traditional family dynamics.

While family support can facilitate business success, it can
also create an uneven distribution of power within the
household, affecting the autonomy and entrepreneurial
decision-making of women. The study suggests that gender
equality within the household is a key factor in determining
whether family support is truly empowering for women
entrepreneurs or if it reinforces patriarchal structures that
limit their independence.

3. Policy Implications and Recommendations

Given the pivotal role of community support systems in
enhancing the sustainability and growth of home-based
women entrepreneurs, the study suggests several policy
recommendations:

= Strengthening Social Networks: Governments and
NGOs should invest in creating and expanding
women’s groups and cooperatives, especially in rural
areas, to offer training, market access, and financial
literacy programs.

= Access to Finance: There is a need for financial
reforms that reduce barriers to formal credit for home-
based women entrepreneurs, such as lower interest rates
and more flexible collateral requirements.

= Gender-Sensitive Policies: Policies that challenge
gender norms and promote equal decision-making
power within households can further empower women
entrepreneurs and reduce the control that male family
members may have over women’s businesses.

= Community Support Structures: Establishing local
business support hubs or mentorship networks that
connect home-based women entrepreneurs to market
opportunities, business expertise, and funding will
strengthen entrepreneurial ecosystems and facilitate
greater business success.

By promoting and reinforcing the role of community
networks in the entrepreneurial journey, policymakers can
help create an environment where home-based women
entrepreneurs are better equipped to navigate challenges,
innovate, and succeed.

Conclusion

This study highlights the critical role of community support
systems in fostering the growth and sustainability of home-
based women entrepreneurs. Through informal networks,
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family support, women’s groups, and local institutions,
these entrepreneurs are able to overcome numerous barriers,
including limited access to capital, training, and market
opportunities. The findings reveal that social capital, in the
form of peer networks, mentorship, and cooperatives,
significantly contributes to entrepreneurial empowerment,
providing not only resources but also emotional and social
support. While family support is pivotal, it is also shaped by
gender dynamics that can either enable or restrict women’s
autonomy in business decision-making.

Moreover, community-driven initiatives such as cooperative
networks and local business groups offer a pathway for
women to scale their businesses and gain access to broader
markets. However, several challenges persist, particularly in
accessing formal finance and navigating gender norms that
continue to hinder women’s full entrepreneurial potential.
This research underscores the need for more targeted
policies that strengthen community networks, promote
gender equality within households, and improve financial
inclusion for women entrepreneurs. Empowering home-
based women entrepreneurs through community support
systems can contribute to economic resilience, gender
equality, and sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems.
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