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Abstract 

Women form the backbone of Nigerian economies, accounting for a majority of small and medium-

sized businesses, dominating the agriculture sector as primary producers and food processors, as well 

as in many service sectors. Their full economic empowerment is therefore crucial to increase 

productivity levels, enhance economic efficiency, and improve overall development outcomes to 

achieve inclusive growth. However, there was gender imbalance for a long time in the control 

of wealth in Nigeria particularly in the north because entrepreneurship used to be male-

dominated; only men used to own businesses and controlled factors of production. This 

infamous trend has however dwindled especially in the last two decades but not at a 

satisfactory level.  This project will examine the multiple obstacles that continue to impede 

female entrepreneurship in Nigeria. Data that would be used are mainly from secondary 

sources-Federal Office of Statistics (FOS) (2018), NBS (2017) and Annabel &Mairo (2017) 

on the variables affecting the growth of female entrepreneurship in Nigeria, particularly in 

the northern region.  Sources of fuel wood, child marriage and educational exposure of 

Nigerian women are the three (3) main variables to be used in presenting the available data 

and how these combines to retard the growth of women entrepreneurship in Nigeria. Also, 

in-depth interviews would be carried out to complement the secondary data. Sixteen (16) 

female entrepreneurs shall be purposively selected from sixteen (16) systematically chosen 

households at Okengwe in Okene Local Government Area of Kogi State and interviewed 

with a semi-structured questionnaire that centre on various aspects of female 

entrepreneurship in the State and in Nigeria as a whole. Deductions made from the data and 

interviews would be presented descriptively from here we make submissions on female 

entrepreneurship in Nigeria. The research will recommend among others delaying age at 

marriage and completing at least secondary education by all girls in order to increase 

women entrepreneurship and reduce poverty among Nigerian women. 
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Introduction 

Entrepreneurship in Nigeria is not a new venture. There have been entrepreneurs in Nigeria, 

even before the amalgamation of northern and southern protectorates in 1914, perhaps at 

much more smaller scales. But this used to be male dominated even till the middle of the last 

century as only men used to own businesses and controlled factors of production especially in 

northern Nigeria (Adekola et al 2015). This caused gender imbalance in control of wealth as 

prosperity was exclusively for male and lack or poverty, more often than not, belonged to 

female folks almost everywhere in Nigeria then. However, shortly after Nigeria‟s 

independence in 1960, the level of literacy started rising and female access to, and love for 

formal education started increasing.  With increased social status as a result of increase in 

women literacy rate, women   started owning businesses giving birth to the rise of few female 

entrepreneurs.  

Entrepreneurship is defined as a process which involves identification and exploitation of 

opportunities in a social context for the purpose of innovative and increased production 

which ultimately translate to economic development and enhanced quality of life (Abimbola, 

et al 2010). Entrepreneurship can also be defined as the act of initiating and financing new 

commercial enterprises. 

Studies have established a positive association between entrepreneurship and economic 

growth, employment generation, innovation, women empowerment and a dynamic economy 

(Otunaiya, et al 2013; Thomas and Mueller, 2010; United Nations Industrial Development 

Organisation (UNIDO), 2011). Thus, the Federal Government of Nigeria has at one time or 

the other instituted programs that target mainly women-folk, giving them credit facilities for 

businesses. Some of such programs are Family Economic Advancement Program (FEAP), 

Better Life for Rural Women and Family Support Program (FSP)-all aimed at providing 

credit facilities for rural women and entrepreneurs to improve their quality of life (Abimbola, 

et al. 2017).  

 More so, women   who   are encouraged   by   their   husbands   and/or parents to pursue the 

businesses of their choice, particularly if they are specially gifted in   that   area   usually   

become powerful personalities in the society. For instance, the 18
th

 annual „100 Most 

Powerful Women 2021‟ released by Forbes produced two Nigerian women (Forbes, 2013).  

Problem Statement/Justification 
 One critical question to ask about women in the developing nations is; will limited 

educational exposure, especially stopping   at   primary   level   which   is perpetuated by 

child marriage make these goals achievable? Child marriage (marriage between a girl and a 

boy before any of them, especially the girl clocks the age of 18 and physically, 

physiologically and psychologically   mature   to   handle   the responsibilities of becoming a 

mother and a wife (IPPF, 2007) and limited educational exposure by Nigerian girls especially 

in the north have acted as catalysts to make them susceptible to poverty and dependence on 

men. These have not also helped them to develop skill for independent lifestyle and willful 

entrepreneurship. 

A major challenge that has threatened the growth of female entrepreneurship in the 

developing countries over the years is that women do not enjoy the same opportunities as 

men (Otunaiya, et al. 2013). Certain socio-cultural impediments have limited women with 
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impetuous entrepreneurial aspiration from actualizing their dream which mainly contributes 

to the feminization of poverty in Nigeria. Studies in women entrepreneurship in Nigeria 

suggest that values and traditions have adversely affected women's participation in  

entrepreneurship  and  by implication their quality of life (Abimbola, et al., 2017).  Moreover,  

poor  linkages  with support services and an unfavorable policy and regulatory environment 

have also been highlighted  as  part  of  the  impediments against female entrepreneurship in 

Nigeria (UNIDO, 2011).  Although many of these constraints are shared by both female and 

male entrepreneurs, women entrepreneurs face   additional   obstacles   due   to   deeply 

rooted discriminatory socio-cultural values and traditions embedded, particularly in the 

policy and legal environment as well as in institutional support mechanism (Otunaiya, et al. 

2013). 

Research Objective 

For the above reason, the main objective of this study is to explore the main hindrances to 

women entrepreneurship in Nigeria and how their removal can bail them out of poverty   into   

which they are plunged especially in the northern part of the country. 

Literature Review 

Northern Nigeria; Still a Patriarchal Society 

It is clear that Nigeria, especially in the north, is a patriarchal nation though the trend is 

decreasing in recent times. There is clear variation in entrepreneurship and ownership of 

factors of production (land, labour, capital and organization) by   women   between northern   

and   southern   Nigeria (Maina, 2012). Landed properties are majorly owned by men in the 

north. Nigeria‟s 104.25 million women have a worse chance in life than men because though 

60-70 per cent of rural workforces are women but men are five times more likely to own land 

(Maina, 2012). 

 

Labour quality is directly affected by the level of literacy and it is clear that literacy rate is far 

lower in northern Nigeria than in the south. Worse still is the fact that there is visible gender 

variation in access to and continuity of education in northern Nigeria (Ahmed, 2017). Most 

wives in this region are only restricted to reproductive roles   and   house   chores (Nwagwu 

& Ifeanacho, 2019). Most child brides in Taraba State for instance did not complete 

secondary school and therefore depend on their husbands for their daily needs. Concern for 

the welfare of women prompted the UNDP to provide intervention funds for business   

startup. This scheme however, along with many NGO programs, provided funding for 

women but concentrated on micro financing of business start-up on a very short-term basis. 

The question of access to mainstream financial resources for female entrepreneurs is largely 

ignored by male dominated government and financial policy makers. Scarcity of long-term 

credit facilities, cultural preference for male ownership of business and long unnecessary 

protocol   to   assess   financial   assistance coupled with high interest rate charged on loan are 

the major constraint in financing women-owned businesses in Nigeria (Otunaiya & Idowu, 

2019). 

 

Female Entrepreneurship in Nigeria and Funding 

Research has shown that most women entrepreneurs in Nigeria still depend on themselves 

and spouses for initial capital outlay. Interest rates from commercial banks and especially 

microfinance institutions who are mainly saddled with lending credit facilities to small scale 

businesses is too high which discourage borrowing in the country. An empirical research 
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conducted by Otunaiya et al. (2013), showed that personal savings and assistance from 

spouse (46.7% and 31.7% respectively) formed the highest sources of funding for female 

entrepreneurs in Lagos State. They found out that only 2 per cent of female entrepreneurs in 

Lagos source for fund from Banks. Funding has been one of the   most   difficult   challenges   

faced by Nigerian women in business. Women as potent agents for economic and 

entrepreneurial development deserve alternative financing means to smoothen their business 

activities for the attainment of the millennium development goals (MDGs) apart from 

personal savings and assistance from their spouses as most research has shown (Okafor & 

Amoo, 2012; Otunaiya, et al., 2017).  

 

Women Quality of Life in Nigeria 

According   to   Abimbola, et al. (2017), women's quality of life in Nigeria is very low. In the 

area of unemployment, it is observed that female unemployment is higher than male and this 

is more severe in rural environments. Their research shows that in 2004 urban unemployment 

for women stood at 12.1 per cent against that of men which was 7.8 per cent. In the same 

vein, rural unemployment for women was 15.8 per cent while for men it was 11.5 per cent. 

This ugly trend continues to grow because as of 2011, unemployment rate was 16.7   per cent 

whereas it was just 7.07 per cent in 2006 (Omoh, 2012). According to UNIDO (2011), 

women‟s productive activities, particularly in industries that empower them economically 

and  enable  them  to  contribute  more  to overall   development; whether they are involved 

in small or medium scale production activities, or in the informal or formal  sectors, are not 

only a means for economic  survival  but also have positive social repercussions for the 

women themselves  and  their social  environment. Also, research and experience have 

shown that the majority of the women entrepreneurs depend largely on their enterprises for 

sustenance (Otunaiya et al. 2013; UNIDO, 2011).  

 

Research Question 

In order to achieve the overall aim of the study, we seek to provide answers to the 

following questions: 

i. Do Nigerian women, particularly of northern origin, receive encouragement from 

their spouses to be entrepreneurs? 

 

ii. How financially buoyant are female entrepreneurs   compared   to   full house 

wives? 

 

Methodology  

Data that will be used  for  this  study  are mainly secondary data from the Federal Office of 

Statistics (FOS, 2018)  and Annabel & Mairo (2017) on sources of fuel wood by households 

in Nigeria, age at child  marriage  by  location (geo-political zone) and educational  attainment  

among girls  in  Nigeria  respectively. Northeastern Nigeria has six (6) states-Taraba, 

Adamawa, Bauchi, Borno, Gombe and Yobe States respectively which have been purposively 

selected for this research because of the endemic nature of child marriage and poor 

development of entrepreneurship in the region. The first data would be on sources of fuel 

wood used by Nigerian women as an indicator of poverty while the second and third data 

would be from studies carried out on how child marriage and limited educational exposure by 

Nigerian girls limit their entrepreneurial capacity and independent thinking. All deductions 
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made from the data used for this study would be presented using mainly descriptive statistics 

from where submissions on female entrepreneurship in Nigeria would be made.  

Moreover, an empirical research in the form of in-depth interviews would be carried out to 

complement and buttress the secondary data. Sixteen (16) successful female   entrepreneurs 

would be purposively selected in Okengwe, Okene Local Government Area of Kogi State 

and interviewed with a semi-structured interview questions that centre on various aspects of 

female entrepreneurship in the State and in Nigeria as a whole. A systematic selection of 

eight (8) households each from two (2) main streets in a busy neighborhood in Okengwe, 

inhabited by some of the most established female entrepreneurs in the Local Government 

would be done. One (1) established female entrepreneur would be purposively selected in 

each systematically earmarked household for the interview. Responses from them would be 

used to buttress the facts deducted from the secondary data that will be used for this project 

work. 

Results and Discussion 

Deductions and discussions are presented in segments. Table 1 contains the descriptive 

information about the main sources of fuel for cooking by Nigerian women, Table 2 depicts a 

relationship between poverty rate and per cent of wood as fuel source by geo-political regions, 

Table 3 presents the educational attainment among girls aged 20-29 by regions in Nigeria as 

of 2017 and Table 4 presents age at child marriage according to religion and tribes in Nigeria, 

2018. All presentations and discussions throughout the paper, therefore, shall be on 

deductions from the data in these tables. 

 

Factors Preventing Nigerian Women from Becoming Established Entrepreneurs 

Poverty 

Table 1: Percentage (%) Distribution of Households by Fuel Type in Nigeria-2014, 2017-

2019 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources: Federal Office of Statistics (FOS)-2014&2019; Audu, 2013 and Sambo, 2012 

Fuel Type Yearly Percentage (%) 

 2014 2017 2018 2019 
Electricity 0.52 0.7 4.0 5.0 

Gas 1.11 0.7 4.5 5.0 

Kerosene 26.55 21.9 27.0 28.2 

Charcoal 0.84 1.6 6.0 4.1 

Firewood 69.98 74.1 56.0 54.5 

Sawdust/Crop 

Residue 
0.09 0.5 2.0 1.8 

Animal Waste 0.07 0.3 0.3 1.2 

Others 0.84 0.2 0.2 0.2 

Total 100 100 100 100 
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The two commonest sources of energy used by Nigerians as revealed from Table 1 above are 

kerosene and firewood. According to Table 1, approximately 70 per cent of Nigerian women 

still depend on firewood as their main source of fuel for domestic cooking, while 26.6 used 

kerosene as of 2014. Less than 2 percent households used gas in Nigeria in 2017. Many 

Nigerian women especially in the north live below the poverty line (1.9 USD) per day (BOI, 

2021). This is attested by the population of women depending mainly on fuel wood 

(firewood) for cooking in the country. The basic energy needs for the poor include cooking, 

heating and lighting (World Bank, 2020). Nigerian women still depend on firewood as their 

main source of fuel for domestic cooking, while sizeable lot use kerosene. Lesser households 

still use gas in Nigeria. In Nigeria, the uses of gas, electricity and kerosene are related to 

affluence while using firewood is closely linked with poverty (Abimbola, et al., 2017). Apart 

from being a factor of poverty, there are harmful environmental and health effects associated 

with depending primarily on firewood as a source of household energy.  

Now the question is how does this affect women entrepreneurship? It is an indisputable fact 

that getting firewood is very tedious especially because they are felled manually. This is done 

by women and almost on daily or weekly basis especially in the rural areas of North-eastern 

Nigeria. Most of their times are consumed on getting firewood, cooking, doing other house 

chores and taking care of their children and husbands. The truth is, a woman of North-eastern 

origin will hardly have time for business repeating all these rigorous activities week-in-week-

out. The above situation is made worse by the inability of female entrepreneurs to secure 

long-time loans for business expansion. There is a lot of gender discrimination when it comes 

to accessing loan in Nigeria. Men are more favoured and in most cases on short-term basis.   

This situation is definitely worse in North-eastern Nigeria where loan accessibility is even 

tighter than the down south together with lack of co-operation from their spouse 

 

Religion 

The belief in Purdah- a religious practice in northern   Nigeria   which   believes   that   a 

woman‟s major territory or domain is in the home and therefore excludes women from every   

form   of   political   and   social engagements worsens female entrepreneurship in that part of 

the country (Ahmed, 2017). Women here religiously obey their husbands in everything even 

if they have business ideas and their husbands are against them or even when they have a 

superior argument. This only contributes to their powerlessness, domination, helplessness and 

poverty as they are not able to start up the businesses of their choice or take independent 

decision without due permission of their husbands who in most cases are not interested in 

anything outside the home for them. The issues discussed above are not only limited to 

North-eastern Nigeria even as responses from our interviews down south show that women 

entrepreneurs have issues with   conflict   of   roles   from   home   and business. 14 of the 16 

(87.5%) women entrepreneurs interviewed said it was not easy combining business world 

with taking care of their family. 

 

Limited Educational Exposure 

Formal education is a vehicle which lifts one above the conditions unacceptable to him, a key 

to positive change and foundation for development and prosperity (Nwagwu & Ifeanacho, 

2019). Literacy rate is a potent way to measure the level of the quality of life a people live. 

There is clear gender variation to level of literacy in Nigeria as men are more literate than 

women. For example, Federal Office of Statistics (2018) reports that literacy rate (ability to 

read, write and understand what was read or wrote) was higher or the males than their female 
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counterparts. The rates were 59.8 per cent and 46.6 per cent for male and female respectively. 

Child marriage brings about a shift of focus from education to family life and child bearing. It 

has a strong impact on schooling, as most girls who marry early have to drop out of school 

(Lloyd and Mensch, 2018). According to UNICEF (2011), on average, women with seven or 

more years of education marry 4 years later and have 2.2 fewer children than those with no 

education at all. Withdrawing a young girl from school to get her married limits several 

opportunities. It limits her opportunity to develop her intellect, other useful skills, especially 

entrepreneurial skills and chance of developing her independent identity. Getting a girl-child 

to secondary school is a challenge in the north as many of them end it up after primary 

schools   to settle for marriage. The percentage of female students in secondary schools in the 

north decreases as they move up the classes (Federal Office of Statistics, 2018). As of year, 

2000, only 29.4 per cent of school-going age Taraba girls (northeastern Nigeria) are in school 

(Nwagwu & Ifeanacho, 2019). Moreover, the incessant withdrawal of girls aged 14-16 years 

from school for early marriage has become a source of concern to the   government (Dimkpa, 

2009; Adamu, 2007). Similar situations are found in Sokoto, Niger, Kebbi and Zamfara 

States, all in northern Nigeria. Adamu (2017) observed that the Hausa/Fulani men of Northern 

Nigeria do not see education as a way out of economic problems as about 80 per cent of their 

female children are stack illiterates as revealed in Table 2 below. 

 

Table 2:  Educational Attainment among Girls Aged 20-29 by Regions in Nigeria 

 

 

REGION 

 

ILLITERACY 

URBAN  

 RURAL 

 Region None Secondary & 

Above 

None Secondary & 

Above 

North 

Central 

48.6 24.1 59.0 31.1 30.1 

North East 64.3 38.0 43.5 75.5 12.2 

North West 70.8 41.7 42.9 74.9 12.6 

South East 9.7 4.3 72.6 2.1 77.8 

South South 17.0 1.6 83.7 6.2 70.4 

South West 17.5 1.4 80.0 14.9 74.1 

Source: Annabel & Mario (2017) 

Getting a girl-child to secondary school is a challenge in the north as many of them end it up 

after primary schools to settle for marriage as shown in Tables 3 and 4 above. The 

percentage of female   students in secondary schools in the north decreases as they move up 

the classes (Federal Office of Statistics, 2014). On the average, only 43.2 per cent of girls in 

northern Nigeria as seen in Table 2 above go pass primary school and this percentage drops 

even as they move up educational ladder before finishing secondary education. In Northern 

Nigeria, nearly 60 per cent of girls with no education are married by 18, compared to 10 per 

cent of girls with secondary schooling and less than 1 per cent with higher education. This 

poses a great threat to the development of entrepreneurial skills among them. 
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Child marriage, Culture and Ethnicity    

Culture and ethnicity influence child marriage which is one key impediment to female 

entrepreneurship in the country. For example, the Igbos, Yorubas, Ibibio, Ijaw/Izon and Ekoi 

who tend to be located more   in the south have smaller child marriage measures than other 

tribes located in the north. Similar differences are observed according to religion. Muslim 

women with more population in the north are more likely to be married as children than 

Christian women. This paralyses the initiatives of such innocent girls to even think. This 

hampers their desire to set up business and start earning for themselves. Child marriage does 

a lot of harm to female entrepreneurship. Besides the fact that such girls have very limited 

freedom, they depend on their husbands for everything, even business transactions. 

 

Table 3:  Age of Child Marriage by Religion and Tribes in Nigeria, 2018 

 

 

RELIGION 

 

No of 

Observations 

 

Age of First Marriage 

Median Mean 
Catholic 3,137 19 19.9 

Other Christian 11,840 19 20.0 

Muslim 13,746 15 16.1 

Traditionalist 493 17 17.5 

Other 216 16 17.7 

 

ETHNICITY/TRIBE 

 

Ekoi 511 18 19 

Fulani 2,184 15 15.2 

Hausa 6,364 15 15.3 

Ibibio 619 19 19.1 

Igala 453 17 18.1 

Igbo 4,016 21 21.2 

Ijaw/Izon 997 18 19.1 

Kanuri/Beriberi 742 14 14.7 

Tiv 781 17 17.1 

Yoruba 4,263 20 20.7 

Others 8,386 17 18.2 

Source: Estimations from the Nigeria DHS 2018 

 

As seen in Table 3 above, the median age of child marriage among Muslim, Fulani and 

Hausa girls who are most of the times of northern Nigeria origin is approximately 15 

years and because of their low exposure to education,   the   highest   any   lady   of 

northeastern origin can be at that age is any of the senior classes in the secondary school. 

Most of them drop out from here and that is why they depend on their husbands for 

living because at that level, they are not yet earning  
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any wages. This hampers their desire to set up business and start earning for themselves.  

Child marriage does a lot of harm to female entrepreneurship. Besides the fact that such 

girls have very limited freedom, they depend on their husbands for everything, even 

business transactions. 

 

Conclusion  

 

This paper examines the core hindrances to female entrepreneurship in Nigeria. Poverty, 

child marriage, religion, domestic duties and low level of education have been identified as 

the main bottlenecks to    developing entrepreneurial skills among women especially in 

Nigeria, particularly in the North-east.   One implication on female entrepreneurship is that 

looking for firewood wastes a lot of time. The precious time such a woman would have spent 

in her shop or learning a trade is spent looking for firewood. Besides, when the health effect 

of inhaling excessive carbon-monoxide and soot ensue, such a woman will not be able to do 

any business because health is wealth as the saying goes.  

Conclusively  therefore,  since  engaging  in businesses  of their  choice by  women has been 

identified as a veritable tool of escaping poverty and dependence; and formal education  also  

seen  as  a  crucial  way  to developing this, women in the north have to embrace formal 

education as it has empowered women down south to a greater extent. Through formal 

education, women in southern Nigeria are now able to pick up different careers in law, 

medicine, administration and politics. Formal education, which serves as a catalyst to 

entrepreneurial skills development, has given them new vision, hope and aspiration, in 

addition to the ability to negotiate who and when to marry. 

Recommendations  

Based on the above findings from this study, we believe the following recommendations are 

crucial: 

1. Better Co-operation from Spouse: 

Though   the   trend   is   gradually reducing, Nigeria   generally   and particularly   in   

the   north   is   a patriarchal (male-dominated) society. Rather than being reduced to   

house   chores   and   kitchen materials, Nigerian women should be encouraged by 

their husbands to take up trades, crafts, businesses and ventures of their choices.  

Their talent base will be better pruned and such wives will go on to be powerful 

sources of help to their husbands in the long run. 

2. Compulsory Secondary Education: 

As the government has succeeded in making primary education compulsory for 

everyone through universal basic primary education; secondary education too should 

be made compulsory for   everyone. Northern Nigeria is more affected in this regard 

as the proportion of girl-child in secondary schools drops with each higher class. If a 

girl child completes her secondary education, there is the possibility that she might 

have developed some skills that can help her do business rather than stopping at 

primary school when it seems she has not known much even about herself let alone 

the business life and society. 
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