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Abstract 

 

Low income countries such as Bangladesh are among many of the developing countries in the world where 

people suffer from poverty which affect their living conditions, especially the empowerment, more 

specifically economic empowerment of rural and/or indigent women. Many actors such as non-government 

organizations (NGOs) aspire towards working on means which will improve the empowerment status of 

rural women in the economy of Bangladesh. It is hoped to thereby reduce poverty levels which in turn they 

hope will impact the society and its economy positively. One of the methods which many developing 

countries have chosen in order to increase economic empowerment of rural women is through encouraging 

their participation in the operation of small scale and medium sized enterprises (SMEs).   

Bangladesh is thus trying to increase the power and control women have at different levels of society by 

exerting a significant role on the use of SMEs to generate empowerment among rural women and to 

transform the economic condition of these impoverished women and their families by providing them 

means of earning income and hence making them economically more stable. 

However, there are still many impediments which hinder the success of SMEs in empowering women in 

Bangladesh; such as entrenched gender inequalities, lack of knowledge and access to livelihood resources, 

unbalanced power structures, etc.. These impediments are even more prevalent among rural women and 

affect the impact that SMEs have on the lives of rural Bangladeshi women. If these issues can be resolved 

rural/indigent women of Bangladesh can be better empowered through the activities of women-owned 

enterprises to offer better standards of living for rural women.  

This study identified various ways that SMEs positively impact the lives of indigent women in Bangladesh 

and change their social and economic conditions, drawing on theories and concepts of empowerment, 

power, and alternative development. The connection between empowerment and livelihood resources have 

important implications for women economic empowerment. This connection was in turn used to discover 

the reasons behind why so many rural women suffer from lack of empowerment, power and social and 

political invisibility despite the push by NGOs and the government to make women a part of the paid 

workforce through women empowerment initiatives.   

Key concepts: Small scale and medium size enterprises, women economic environment, Indian 

Subcontinent, Bangladesh.  
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1.Introduction 

 

Women are regarded as the most powerful force to change a country’s economic scenario. In terms of 

Indian subcontinent, women have a neglected, deprived, and domestically violated image in people’s minds. 

However, as time passed by the societal scenario has gone through several changes. (Basak et al,2017). 

Women’s role in the Indian subcontinent has remodified the male dominating society in several ways. With 

a believe that changing the women economic condition matters in how a society functions as a whole, it is 

quite evident that paying more attention to this matter can bring positive changes in society. The very first 

step, therefore is understanding empowerment (Basak et al,2017).  

1.1 Empowerment  
 

Empowerment can be defined in several terms based on context and the background entity using the term 

(Oxaal & Baden, 1997); however, empowerment in the simplest sense talks about the distribution of power. 

So it means that empowerment deals with empowerment over/to/with/ within a particular variable. (Oxaal 

& Baden, 1997). Empowerment is also a strong progression through which women rights, challenges and 

gender inequality in every field like domestic and social sectors are maintained. (Basak et al,2017). The 

United Nations’ Human Development (UNHD) Report of 1995 defines empowerment as a notion of actions 

by the people and not only for the people.  These decisions mould a person’s life and therefore they should 

be given right to actively participate in its completion and execution with accountability and autonomy. 

(Oxaal & Baden, 1997). From a social science context empowerment can require an analysis on more than 

one level which take individuals as study subjects who are investigated in their work settings and social 

environment. (Sega, et al., 1996). The variables of empowerment related researches in the social science 

context vary; however, the primary focus normally lies in identifying components which allow an individual 

or some participant alike to be studied based on dimensions of efficacy- self and political, locus of control, 

power dimensions, and control over individual and community level factors. (Zimmerman, 2000).  
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1.1.1 Economic Empowerment  

 

This paper focuses mainly on economic perspectives of empowerment. Empowerment is normally 

categorized into 4 dimensions they put forward different implications for the term (Luttrell , et al., 2009). 

Some studies have suggested that economic empowerment has two very distinctively important dimensions: 

objective and subjective. The objective dimension deals with incomes and productivity while the subjective 

dimension assesses perceptual differences in items experienced by different individuals such as increased 

assistance and improved standards of life.  

For the purpose of this research more attention has been focused on the subjective dimension of economic 

empowerment. The logic behind choosing a subjective measurement is the fact that women are the primary 

focus for this paper. Understanding economic empowerment for women, especially in rural areas, is 

difficult to analyze from simply an objective perspective because it requires more than just a scrutiny of 

incomes and productivity and rather needs to be focused on assistance and improved livelihoods, both of 

which can be more critically analyzed if a subjective approach is used instead of an objective one.  

1.1.2 Women Empowerment 

 

When empowerment is considered in terms of women there are four key terms which overlap to form the 

consensus- “option, choice, control and power”. In a broad sense this describes how much flexibility a 

woman has to influence decisions in her family and own life; the degree to which they can influence 

decision making for themselves as well their family and the level of self-resilience and autonomy they 

possess in the functions of their own life. It can also be coined as having entitlement and confidence of a 

woman to take part in decision making with choice and self-interest. (Malhotra, et al., 2002). 

1.1.3 Empowerment and Agency  

 

The concept of empowerment often includes a term called agency; which is why many researchers such as 

Ruth Alsop and institutions such as the World Bank, elaborates into this topic quite often.  
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In order to get a clear idea, lets discuss first the definition of empowerment according to the World Bank. 

According to the World Bank empowerment is ‘to enhance the capacity of an individual or group to make 

purposive choices and to transform those choices into desired actions and outcomes.’ The World 

Development Report of 2000-2001 first gave prominence to this term. (The World Bank, May 2007).  Aslop 

and other researchers alike have defined expansion of agency and institutional environment which impact 

agency as who important component of empowerment.  

Implication and Preconditions of Agency Expansion on Empowerment  

According to Malhotra, agency is the closest concept which comes closest to capturing the essence of most 

researchers’ understanding of empowerment. It, firstly, contains thoughts into ideals which are intrinsic in 

nature such as opinions of what people believe they have freedom to do, and what decisions they believe 

they can take. This implies that an agent is someone who does something in order to bring about some 

change in present situations. The extrinsic implication of this focuses on how society is impacted by the 

actions of the agent as well as the agency. Women empowerment in this turn refers to the role of women as 

agents for change and significant contributors to the process of change. (Malhotra, et al., 2002). The second 

focus of thought is on how empowerment affects the degree of power. Control is the term often used to 

define the increase in power that results from empowerment. The reason control is used to define increase 

in power is because when a person is empowered it increases their control over decisions which influence 

their own fates. Expansion of agency also involves scrutiny of power resources and power results. Power 

resources being those productive assets which enable people to obtain a power enhancement which results 

in activities that produce empowerment through the use of these resources. (Ibrahim & Alkire, 2007). In 

other words, agencies can be identified through how much opportunities- economic, political and social- is 

provided from endowment of assets which allow agents to be productive and protected from unforeseen 

events. (The World Bank, May 2007). Power and effect of power depends on its dimensions which will be 

discussed later on. (Ibrahim & Alkire, 2007).  Lastly, an element of choice is coined as a precondition for 

the determination of agency exertion. The choice element of empowerment focuses on how much 
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opportunity individuals and groups are given to make their own choices and use those choices in effect to 

engage in activities which consequently result in fulfilment of some desired goal. (Ibrahim & Alkire, 2007). 

This means that an agency reflects how effectively an agent can make significant choices through 

identification and election of alternative courses of actions. (The World Bank, May 2007). Empowering 

women affects the functioning of an economy as well, it includes factors ranging from social, psychological, 

political, socio-cultural facets therefore it is particularly important to pay attention to women empowerment 

as many research suggest that as women are better off in the economy, the economy also starts improving 

proportionately. This makes women economic empowerment of particular importance. (BAYISSA, et al., 

2017). The variables of power, choice, opinion and control which impact the agency therefore has greater 

implications for women in rural areas. This is because indigent women often struggle to endow assets for 

their livelihood, have less control over choices which affect their destiny, are restricted from exercising 

their full rights to power and often times are limited from providing opinions or feedbacks on matters which 

have a significant impact on their lives in some manner. (Malhotra, et al., 2002). 

1.1.4 Women Economic Empowerment 

 

When mutually reinforcing political, social, psychological and economic variables correlate to form a 

platform through which women- individually as well as collectively- can gain options, choice, control and 

power to make autonomous self-efficient decisions about their lives it can be said that they have achieved 

women economic empowerment. (Hunt & Samman, 2016).  

To foster women’s economic empowerment, the policy framework of a country plays a very important role. 

Most importantly, the women entrepreneurs have to face the inimitable challenges in all the sectors of their 

progression. (World Bank, 2011). In one such case, initiative for women economic empowerment had 

commenced in Africa in 2008, by the backings of ExxonMobil with a vision to raise southern chad’s 

women’s income and participation to the local business (Basak et al, 2017). Similar empowerment activities 
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have been taken in many of the rural areas of developing countries throughout the world, one of which is 

also Bangladesh. 

Importance of Woman Economic Empowerment 

Woman economic empowerment has led to economic developments in sectors such as lowering poverty in 

areas where women are more economically involved, greater investments in health and education for 

women as well as reduction in gender parity within the locality. (Hunt & Samman, 2016). This show the 

importance of women in development of any nation’s economy.  

Analysis of participation of women in the labor force and how it affects their economic and political life 

and, therefore, understanding of how women impact the workforce of a nation is critical. This is especially 

true for women in rural areas of developing countries due to the large gender parities that often exist and 

the large number of women who make up for almost 50% its total population. (Haan, 2016). By looking at 

the role of women in Small and Medium Sized Enterprise (SMEs) it is possible to have a particular good 

understanding of women economic empowerment development through SMEs. 

1.2 Overview of Women Economic Empowerment in Bangladesh 
 

Bangladesh is considered as an overpopulated country where the resources are very scarce. Women 

entrepreneurship is regarded the most significant component of the economic growth considering the 

population (Reza et al,2014). In Bangladesh the role of various NGOs like BRAC, PROSHIKA, ASA, 

Swanirvar etc. play an important role for empowering the women entrepreneurs through helping them to 

develop the skills to set small and medium enterprises (Reza et al,2014). Considering the women’s 

condition they are seen performing two different roles one in their households works and the other is at 

outside. Narrow mentality has been observed in the women entrepreneurs in Rajshahi involved in small and 

medium enterprises considering their fitness to the initiative of this sort of local business (Anis & 

Hasan,2013). But at the same time their initiatives can be regarded as the most powerful steps for generating 

Rajshahi women’s economic empowerment as a strong tool of economic development there (Anis & 
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Hasan,2013). Avoiding few barriers women entrepreneurs can find so many opportunities in the SMEs 

sectors to accelerate their progress in terms of economic development and also can come out in a remarkable 

number (Anis & Hasan,2013). For a developing country like Bangladesh, SMEs are the most desired pushed 

sector. SMEs perform a substantial role in Women empowerment, poverty reduction and an overall 

economic growth (Parvin et al.,2012). Though there are some success for women entrepreneurship 

development but still there also exist some risks of failure of SMEs for women entrepreneurs. So what are 

the gaps? These can be found by examining so many relevant factors (Parvin et al.,2012). By which we can 

sort out the gaps and find out the solution for a sustainable benefit (Parvin et al.,2012). 

Importance 

Women economic empowerment is now a very challenging issues needed to be discussed from every 

perspective. Especially the women entrepreneurship is highly challenging and required strong focus and 

dedication in order to maintain the improved economic condition and to maintain the local business to keep 

access to the empowerment market. So a village dominant country like Bangladesh has to pay a great 

importance to change the women economic condition at the rural part of the country because of the 

dominant rural economy. To understand and find out the hindrances of the rural female entrepreneurs’ 

condition, the importance of SMEs and the impacts of SMEs are also needed to be given importance in this 

research. It will provide a clear idea of some systemic and socio cultural unknown factors of the failure of 

the impacts of SMEs regarding the absent expected number of female entrepreneurs to be come out 

noticeably. It will also address some social limitations of the established rural custom by the social 

established prejudices against women entrepreneurship. At last, the probable suggestion will be discussed 

to this research to increase the number of rural indigent female entrepreneurs for a better solution on the 

impact of SMEs and the modified performance of SMEs. 

1.2.1 SMEs and Women Economic Empowerment in Bangladesh 

 

The economic condition of women in Bangladesh was unfavourable both in custom and practice. During 

the course of history, the Bangladeshi women, particularly those of rural areas was being discriminated 
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against based on various socio-cultural factors. Their participation in very simplistic matters such as 

household decisions were minimal as they were usually not the bread winners of the family and did not 

contribute to the household income or earned very crude amounts relative to the men in the households 

(Basak et al,2017).  

However, the good news is that this scenario has significantly changed as economic development in 

particular has been on the rise in Bangladesh. Their condition is improving noticeably during recent times 

in terms of education and work. With a believe that changing the women economic condition it is highly 

possible to bring changes in society.  

In Bangladesh SMEs play an important role in the economic development of rural entrepreneurs (Islam et 

al,2011). Due to the rapid digitalization of the country of people’s republic of Bangladesh and more gender 

equality female entrepreneurs in Bangladesh are increasing and also becoming more economically 

empowered. Despite this critical transformation in the country’s social, political and economic fields the 

number of SMEs are not increasing proportionately and the benefits resulting from small and medium 

enterprises are minimal. (Islam et al,2011). This, therefore, signifies that the number of female 

entrepreneurs are not up to par in relation to the changing socioeconomic conditions prevailing in the 

Bangladesh. The indigent women in the country in various areas remain struggling for economic viability.  

1.3 Research Objectives 
 

Through the literature review it was evident that despite all the work done particularly by NGOs to mobilize 

indigent women of Bangladesh and provide them with women economic empowerment through SMEs 

there is a huge gap in how women are perceived in the Bangladeshi society. Research has shown that even 

though empowerment of women should lead them to be more economically stable they are in fact not really 

reaching the potentials which they should due to the economic empowerment characteristics. (Buvinic, 

2017). It was even proven that men and women performed similarly when tested in a garments company in 

Bangladesh with supervisorial roles. (Peters, et al., September 2016). This meant that in a logical sense 
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these women should succeed in running SMEs if given empowerment roles. However, through the literature 

review it was found that the male dominant nature of the society that is in the country prevents women from 

gaining this ability and it was also found that due to women not being treated equally as men less economic 

development for indigent women in Bangladesh despite economic empowerment is possible.   

The SMEs initiative has claimed year after year to have helped to alleviate rural women’s poverty especially 

through programs such as the ultra-poor program boasts of success through use of micro-credit. However, 

based on information obtained from literature review the effectiveness of micro-credit is questionable. 

(Hunt & Samman, 2016). The same observation was made for women graduate programs with similar 

disproportionate evidence supporting that these programs may not be as effective as portrayed.    

Similarly, literature shows that women who want to establish a SME find it easy to do so when they have 

the right support. However, at the same time women who did receive financial help did not always see a 

significant increase in their standards of living as assumption would presume they would due to the extra 

income and monetary assistance that women-owned SMEs should in theory bring. (International Finance 

Corporation, 2011).  

These observations have helped identify research gaps which in turn was used to develop the research 

questions which is expected to be answered through this research paper.  

1.3.1 Specific Objective 

 

This research aims to find two specific conclusions 

- To assess the effectiveness of SMEs on the lives of indigent women in Bangladesh 

- To assess how SMEs can better improve lives of indigent women in Bangladesh 

1.3.2 Research Questions 

 

The research questions are used to shed light into two important observations made regarding women 

economic empowerment in rural Bangladesh and impact of SMEs on these women.  
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1. Though which processes do SMEs impact and empower indigent rural women entrepreneurs? 

2. What are the impediments of women entrepreneurs in SME entrepreneurship? 

1.3.3 Policy recommendation 

 

In order to tie in all the findings from this research to future implications a policy recommendation will be 

made which will answer the question “In which way the factors can be solved to block the failure of the 

impacts of SMEs in terms of developing the rural indigent women entrepreneurs’ conditions?”. This can be 

found at the end of the paper.   

1.4 Ethical Considerations 
 

Regardless of the type of research ethical considerations should be taken well care of. Ethics determine the 

integrity of the paper as it distinguishes right from wrongs. When a research is conducted with integrity it 

ensures that related researches and researches are protected from unethical research workings. 

(Rwegoshora, 2014).  

One of the main considerations made for this study was a keen eye towards proper citing of other authors’ 

contributions to protect the values and interests presented by other researchers. Maintaining integrity and 

accountability is an imperative part of this paper. The entire research has been conducted with keeping in 

mind the individuals, communities, researchers and all relevant parties who are directly or indirectly 

connected to this research in some way.  

With that being said, one of the major drawbacks is that a major proportion of this research is based on 

secondary information. The researcher did not have direct contact with the research participants as they are 

residing in a country separate to that of the researcher. A significant portion of literature and analytical 

framework used to draw conclusions of this study reflects the work of others and, therefore, it is possible 

that if those individuals have participated in some unethical activities then this may have some unintentional 

implications on this research.   
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1.5 Limitations and Delimitations 
 

 Limitations 

This research will be mainly based on desk studies as the researcher is a Citizen of Bangladesh, however, 

she will be unable to travel outside of Sweden right now for her pending residence permit decision. 

Therefore, her ability to interact directly with any of the female rural entrepreneurs of Bangladesh who are 

involved in small and medium enterprises was not possible at present times.   

Most importantly as the majority of the researcher’s work was based on desk studies more emphasis was 

put on the use of secondary information to draw conclusions due to this restriction and the greatest effort 

was placed on choosing sources which ultimately avoid partiality and biasness and selecting neutral sources 

to conclude the research with a new rational viewpoint. 

Delimitations 

The researcher is specifying herself on focusing the rural women entrepreneurs and their journey of 

economic empowerment. But there are so many factors which are completely related to the concept of 

economic empowerment and also with the concept SMEs like education of the entrepreneurs, skill 

management training of the entrepreneurs, leadership quality, socio cultural norms, economic growth of the 

country, and types of SMEs. The researcher is aware of a number of distinctive point of views which 

different researchers and scholars have of women economic empowerment. Such as managerial 

perspectives, psychological perspective and social perspective. While some definitions have been used to 

clarify the distinctions in perspectives, in this particular qualitative study the focus was on a social science 

perspective. The other perspectives are not focused as it is not of significance to this research about rural 

women economic empowerment in Bangladesh.   
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2. Literature Review 

 

This section will highlight past studies and other significant variables of interest in regard to SMEs and 

their functioning towards women economic empowerment in Bangladesh.  

2.1 Some Important Past Work On the Topic 
 

Below is an overview of some related secondary information which can will be used for the purpose of the 

development of the research objectives and more particularly research questions.  

2.1.1 Gender Inequalities and Women-Owned Enterprises 

 

Some of the most important contributions to women economic empowerment has come from women-

owned businesses around the world. The importance stems from a thought that women-owned businesses 

and gender inequalities can provide an extensive window into reasons behind productivity gaps which may 

exist in an economy. According to the International Labor Organization (ILO) in 2016 stated that 50% of 

woman’s productive capacity is still underused compared to only 22% of male (Haan, 2016). The numbers 

are staggering when making comparisons between women owned and male owned enterprises. A Study has 

found that over 70% of women entrepreneurs claim teaching themselves while only 44% of male 

entrepreneurs claim the same. Additionally, 38% of women had to educational background comparing to 

only 19% of males. Most male entrepreneurs had prior work experience (International Finance Corporation, 

2011). 

2.1.2. Categories of Women Entrepreneurs 

 

There are many reasons that women engage in entrepreneurship through SMEs in Bangladesh; they can be 

categorized as “change, force, created”. Out of these it is evident from information found that change and 
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created entrepreneurs experienced a positive change in their social and economic condition while force 

created a negative change. (Khatun & Kabir, December 2013- February 2014). 

Change women entrepreneurs normally got involved with SME activities because they needed a change 

from their current state or to keep busy. Some looked after family businesses while others took it as a special 

interest or hobby. (Khatun & Kabir, December 2013- February 2014). It is also noteworthy that many rural 

women of Bangladesh claim that starting their own SME initiatives has helped them to pull out of 

depression. (Nesa, 2015). 

Created women entrepreneurs or pulled entrepreneurs were self-motivated to become a role model to 

someone else or to be independent and satisfied. (Khatun & Kabir, December 2013- February 2014). 

However, forced women entrepreneurs were engaging in SMEs with a rather demotivating agenda such as 

grudge, to prove oneself, financial problems or to control time. This type of women entrepreneurship can 

go both ways- negative or positive- as seen by the study. As another study based in Pakistan shows that 

women are particularly deprived in Southern Asia due to their overbearing male dominated societies which 

largely impacts the impact of women empowerment initiatives. (Khatun & Kabir, December 2013- 

February 2014).  

2.1.3 Financial Assistance to Indigent Rural Women Entrepreneurs in Bangladesh 

 

In Bangladesh, the ability of women entrepreneurs to obtain financial assistance is significantly less than 

that of men by an amount of 77%. (Haan, 2016). Those women entrepreneurs who do not live in the city or 

urban areas are often less likely to obtain loans and normally are frustrated with higher levels of bank loan 

interests than men. What is more telling about the financial assistance to rural women entrepreneurs in 

Bangladesh is the fact that only about 1% apply for loans. Many women who do apply end up with loan 

rejections from the bank and report to self-financing through friend, family members or reinvestment 

measures. (International Finance Corporation, 2011). 
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Research repeatedly shows that woman lack the resources required in order to achieve their full level of 

economic potential. This is particularly a critical problem for developing countries as they consist of over 

70% women-owned firms which are underserved or not served at all by financial intermediaries. Assets 

and resources possessed by woman owned businesses are also usually lower than that of their male 

counterpart where they engage in saturated markets with low profit potentials. (Haan, 2016). This has led 

to almost 97% of women owned enterprises being home-based. This suggests that indigent women 

entrepreneurs in Bangladesh are falling far behind that of men because a similar measure of output between 

men and women in Indonesia shows similar output levels where as it varies significantly in Bangladesh. 

(International Finance Corporation, 2011). 

2.1.4 Micro-Credit and Economic Development of Women 

 

The social structure is a major implication here as the country is mostly male dominated. The government 

and NGOs has tried to provide micro-credit features to indigent women in rural Bangladesh however their 

efforts were very minimal right from the start of the initiative. The use of microcredit to improve the 

economic wellbeing and empowerment of women entrepreneurs in rural Bangladesh seems debatable. This 

is because despite the fact that those who did receive micro-credit felt more well-off than those who didn’t; 

it exerted pressure by family and relatives on those women who did not. Furthermore, the women’s social 

status in their locality or family did not improve due to the loan. (Nesa, 2015).  

However, one of the more successful SME micro-credit programs for rural indigent women in Bangladesh 

was initiated by Grameen Bank. The research found that if certain individual and family oriented factors 

can be controlled it is possible to obtain a positive outcome from provide micro-credit to rural women who 

wish to engage in some economically productive activity. The study also found that through provision of 

microcredit woman become more economically independent can contribute to household monetary 

decisions and participate in local campaigns of interest. Another implication said to be prevalent through 
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the provision of micro-credit was more mobility and self-sufficiency which lead to less domestic violence 

among family members who were previously vulnerable. (Samman & Santos, 2009).  

2.1.5 Economic Graduate Programs for Women  

 

Another program by Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC) for ultra-poor women providing 

rural women with productive resources such as cows, goats, etc. along with training and support and 

availability of saving accounts is accounted as being one of the more successful campaigns in changing 

how women in rural areas view working. The target in Bangladesh were ultra-poor with the following 

characteristics- having little land, no male workers in the family, fostering young adults or children who 

are compelled to work, and no option to gain any types of productive opportunities. It was found that only 

7% of women who received microcredit in the country could read or write and the rest were the sole income 

earners in their family who were more or less illiterate and only two years after provision of productive 

assets their consumptions of both food and non-food items per head had increased on an average along with 

their income. (Buvinic & O’Donnell, 2017).  

2.1.6 Socio-Cultural Impacts of SMEs On Women Empowerment in Bangladesh 

 

The women entrepreneurs have to face the inimitable challenges in all the sectors of their progression. 

Social and cultural norms of traditional Bangladesh allow women to hold the responsibilities of home 

management whereas at the same time impacts their economic involvement. Another notable progression 

here is that the professional advancement of rural women is largely impacted by the traditional social and 

cultural norms (World Bank ,2011). In terms of women entrepreneurship, it is suggested that the lack of 

opportunities, networks, capitals and skills are also prevailing to present Bangladesh (World Bank, 2011). 

Though many countries have a great progress and achievement report regarding women entrepreneurship, 

developing countries such as Bangladesh has only started to give importance to women entrepreneurship 

as late as from the 1990s (Afroze et al,2014). In terms of women economic empowerment, women 

entrepreneurs of Bangladesh are now very much active and aware of their rights, and ready to face many 
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more challenges. They can manage and handle both the family and the independent business (Afroze et 

al,2014).  

2.2 Contribution of This Research 
 

As the literature review suggests that many of the research already done has been focused around discussion 

of the present condition of women empowerment in rural areas of Bangladesh after engaging in SME 

activities and what forces are trying to help improve women’s living conditions. However, it is quite evident 

that rural women are still suffering immensely in present days from poverty and lack of rights to freedom 

in workforce participation particularly in rural areas. This finding from research work analysed is congruent 

with effects observed by the researcher when she visited her maternal grandfather’s village home while she 

was in her home country, Bangladesh. She witnessed that many rural women had access and were being 

offered help from SMEs to empower themselves and yet failing to utilize full benefits from them. The 

researcher has also experienced first-hand through informal contact, discussions and direct communication 

what some of the possible hindrance indigent rural women are exposed to which they believed had 

handicapped them from empowering themselves despite having access to SME related services. The 

possible underlying factors behind this are numerous and somewhat scattered. Evidence of a gap in research 

is present in how empowerment is approached in related studies in regard to Bangladesh. Many researches 

tend to focus on either the positive aspects of women empowerment or the negative impacts of women 

empowerment in Bangladeshi perspective. This in turn has led the researcher to observe that there is still 

significant room for more research to be done which investigates in the same paper both the processes by 

which SMEs impact and empower Bangladeshi indigent women as well as the obstacles which prevent 

them from reaching a state of full empowerment from engagement in SME activities. This paper aims to 

build on these two themes which the researcher thinks is integral to a better understanding of the state of 

indigent women empowerment in Bangladesh. This in effect has been used as the basis for the identification 

of the research problems and consequently the development of research questions in this paper.   
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3.Theory 

 

The theory section discusses different aspects of the theories which comes in play with how the SMEs 

impact women economic development of rural women entrepreneurs in Bangladesh. Most of the topics 

discussed in this section will be based on facts and facilitate towards a clearer understanding of the 

underlying concepts and work done on the topic of the research. Information presented is supported by 

secondary information collected through electronic sources.  

3.1 Theoretical Literature Review 
 

This section focuses on variables related to theoretical work available on women economic empowerment 

and small and medium sized enterprises. 

3.1.1 Small and Medium Sized Enterprises (SMEs) 

 

Small businesses are those which normally have 5-25 remunerated employees while a small or macro 

business is one which has one owner who is the entrepreneur and employees one to twenty people. It is 

often speculated that those who work in SMEs are not highly educated. (Mwobobia, 2012). SMEs are not 

as large as regular publicly owned corporations. They serve less of the market and have single or partner 

owners. However, anything from partnerships to small business to corporations and other forms of business 

can be classified as a SME. This makes then one of the largest sources which improve a country’s gross 

domestic product (GDP) and gross national product (GNP). (Usman, et al., 2015). 

It is evident that a large proportion of the rural businesses in various sectors fall under the category of 

SMEs. This presents evidence to suggest that SMEs play a vital role in private ownership and 

entrepreneurial skill (Islam et al,2011). However, having said that it is important to remember that an SME 

can only be success based on the performance of the entrepreneurs and the country as well.  
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3.1.1.1 SMEs and Women Economic Empowerment 

 

Considering the importance of SMEs in rural areas, most of the beneficiaries of these enterprises are 

indigent female entrepreneurs. Despite this fact, the benefits are at times very limited. (Islam et al,2011).  

Most of the time women who own businesses are identified as having a “woman-owned business”. Woman-

owned businesses work towards mobilizing unskilled or semi-skilled women by improving their livelihood 

and making them more economically stable and independent and thus providing them with economic 

empowerment. In order for a business to be classified as “woman-owned business” it must possess a few 

important features. These features include- one or multiple women must own 51% or more of the business, 

the daily management and control of the business should be in the hands of a woman, capital investments 

must be made by woman/men and should run independently from any other business functions. (Haan, 

2016). 

3.2 Analytical Framework 
 

For the purpose of this research and sum up the review a theoretical framework can be created in regard to 

SMEs and women economic empowerment.  

3.2.1 Concept of Empowerment 

 

Nachshen states the definition of empowerment as any action which is intentional and continuous process 

through which those who had less control over valuable resources gain more autonomy and access over 

those very same resources and obtain a more equitable proportion of those resources. (Nachshen, 2005). 

On this note, it is mentionable that empowerment under various studies has been defined by multiple 

researchers.  
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3.2.2 Definitions of Empowerment 

 

Empowerment can take many forms and be termed differently based on who the researchers and audience 

are. This makes empowerment rather a volatile concept with a variety of definitions which cater to the 

participants of different research studies. Understanding different perspectives of looking at empowerment 

has important implications for this study because there are many paradigms which impact how 

empowerment, and empowerment of women in particular, impact the lives of the rural poor. This means 

that only when the reader has a clear idea of the term from different perspectives will they truly start to 

grasp what this particular paper is about. These perspectives in return can communicate the differences in 

the definitions of empowerment which has been derived from different fields of study. Below are some 

definitions which can shed some light on the topic from a business, psychology as well as social science 

perspective.  

Some notable definitions from various empowerment researchers are mentioned below: 

Rowlands (1997): States that empowerment is not limited to an individual being given rights to make his/her 

own decisions. But it is mandated to includes procedures which makes an individual identify themselves as 

capable and sufficiently qualified to take part in decision making. (Ibrahim & Alkire, 2007). Rowlands 

suggests that empowerment cannot be implemented from a top-down perspective and should be looked at 

from a bottom up view. (Oxaal & Baden, 1997). 

Van Eyken (1991): States that empowerment is a continuous, self-motivated course of actions which occur 

in the local community and require mutual involvement from all the members who are associated with that 

community. Through this process the members who lack equal share of community researches gain greater 

access and exercise regulatory measures over those resources. (Ibrahim & Alkire, 2007). 
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Alsop et al. (2006): This study defines empowerment as a collective or individual action towards “effective 

choices”. Effective choices are those which can be translated into actions that correlate with achievement 

of desired outcomes from the choices made and actions taken. (Ibrahim & Alkire, 2007). 

WDR (2000/2001): The World Bank defines empowerment as giving rights to the poor to have greater say 

in state factors which impact their livelihood through measures which enable them to take part in political 

procedures as well as give voice to local decisions which influence their standards of living. This is done 

through removal of groups or member associations which hinder the growth capabilities of the poor through 

the use of social, political and economic barriers and hence their removal allows poor people to participate 

in more market force activities through possession of more assets. (Ibrahim & Alkire, 2007). 

Chambers (1993), Gootaert (2003) & (2005), Narayan (2005), and Moser (2003) all relate empowerment 

to the level of participatory rights, influence, accountability and controllability that poor people have over 

factors which impact their lives. A similar definition of empowerment exists between all these researchers 

which fall along the lines of “Expanding assets and capabilities of poor people to participate in, negotiate 

with, influence, control and hold accountable institutions that affect their lives” (Ibrahim & Alkire, 2007).  

3.2.2.1 Dimensions of Empowerment 

 

Empowerment is normally categorized into four dimensions they put forward different implications for the 

term (Luttrell , et al., 2009).  

Cultural empowerment: rules and norms which exist in a culture and redefining and reconstructing 

traditional and representative practices. (Luttrell , et al., 2009). 

Political empowerment: describes the extent to which analytical and administrative execution can lead to 

mutual actions by the collective population which is required to bring about some reform through claiming 

of privileges and entitlements by the people of the community. (Luttrell , et al., 2009). 
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Human and social empowerment: relates to the multi-dimensions in society which mobilizes individuals to 

have a control over their lives, their communities and society through the use of legitimate power. (Luttrell 

, et al., 2009). 

Economic empowerment: economic empowerment focuses on assets and resources and individuals’ rights 

to use these. Expertise, competences, and assets which are fitting for obtaining a protected and viable 

income and state of living is the key to economic empowerment. (Luttrell , et al., 2009).  

Economic empowerment has been focused on this paper.  

3.2.3 Value Orientation Approach to Empowerment 

 

This orientation suggests that empowerment can be used to bring societal values such as developments in 

health, competence, help services and adaptation. The theory suggests that unequal distribution of power 

within the society is the main reason for problems presiding in society. Some people do not get equal access 

to resources to help them in successful livelihood and so rely on others within the community to help them 

survive. The value orientation approach to empowerment tries to look last the negatives and focus on the 

positive aspects of empowerment. The search for how to improve people’s wellbeing instead of mending 

issues, finding out how to strengthen non-risk factors, and trying to identify environmental cues which 

influence livelihood instead of blaming the less fortunate serves this feature of empowerment theory. With 

this being said the empowerment theory is intended to increase value for professionals’ relationship with 

its clients; describes several community psychologist qualities, and defines the various roles which 

individuals in a community must possess. (Zimmerman, 2000) 

3.2.4 Empowerment as Theory 

 

The empowerment theory aims that identifying developments (processes) using activities, undertakings or 

assembly which may be empowering and what consequences (outcomes) they bring that results in the 

participants becoming empowered. The process is empowering only if it helps the individual become 
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independent and self-reliant through which they can actively engage in decision making and finding 

solution to prevailing problems. Outcomes, on the other hand, are only empowered if the empowerment’s 

operationalization leads to magnitudes that bring greater social control, or the way that people are 

empowered. The outcomes tend to vary over the different levels which exist in society such as individuals, 

organizations and communities; every level in society is somehow connected to one another and so mutually 

create impact at other levels through their empowerment activities and therefore, the processes of 

empowerment at any one level of society may cause some sort of impact on empowered outcomes at another 

level. This makes it critical to develop an empowerment theory which investigates thorough enablement 

across the different levels of society-individual, organizational, and community level. (Zimmerman, 2000). 

3.2.4.1 Psychological (Individual) Empowerment 

 

 When discussing empowerment at individual level, psychological empowerment is demonstrated. An 

individual’s control, proficiency and active knowledge of their socio-political environment makes up this 

portion of empowerment. This involves understanding of an individual’s causal agents. Causal agents refer 

to factors of people’s social and political standing which help understand their level of power, role in 

decision making, their assets as well as their knowledge of society which impact their empowered status. It 

also involves aspects of ‘critical awareness’ that demonstrates a person’s critical thinking abilities that 

shape how they deal with conflict, and mobilize to obtain resources which can be utilized to bring about 

empowerment. (Zimmerman, 2000). 

Research related to psychological empowerment has focused on perceived control and citizen participation. 

Perceived control refers to a person’s internal belief about how their role influence the achievement of some 

outcome. The outcome can be avoidance or goal achievement oriented. Perceived control is important to 

understand because people react differently to situations in which they believe they have sufficient control 

compared to when the situation is uncontrollable or lacks control. This factor also influences a person’s 

social and political standing and more control leads to more livelihood and personal wellbeing. This makes 



 

22 | P a g e  

 

it fitting to bound perceived control into three domains- personality which focuses on locus of control, 

cognitive refereeing to self-efficacy and motivational which relates to intrinsic needs. People with high 

locus of control and self-efficiency to achieve desired outcomes have more confidence in their perceived 

success and so are more empowered while those who have low motivations to influence the activities of 

their environment feels less in control. Citizen participation, on the other hand, is believed to increase 

perceived control and capabilities. Participation refers to attendance in activities and therefore participation 

in community activities reduces feelings of isolation which individuals tend to sometimes feel in a society. 

Several studies have been conducted using correlations with other theories such as the learning theory 

where individuals were taught on how to resolves shortages in the community and gain better access to 

resources help to increase individuals’ sense of control in livelihood. These theories have helped in the 

development of the ‘Psychological Empowerment Theory’ which combines consensus of level of control 

one perceives they have with how a person achieves control and the learning they possess of their external 

social environment. These measures have been studied to identify variables of psychological empowerment. 

The main variables identified includes intrapersonal components- belief of how well a person can make 

decisions which causes change in their life, interactional components-  their interaction with their social 

and political environment which includes components of critical awareness and causal agents and 

behavioural components- how a person’s group, organizational or individual activities impact their level of 

control in the socio-political environment in which they exist. (Zimmerman, 2000). The theory measures 

the degree to which an individual possesses these components of participation and control as high levels of 

these components would result in a highly empowered individual. 

3.2.4.2 Organizational Empowerment   

 

There is normally a clear distinction between how an organization impacts its employees and how it impacts 

the community. This also impacts how much control the organization possesses. Here a distinction is made 

between organizations which are empowered and which are empowering. Empowering organizations are 

those which enable a person to gain qualities which help empower them. While an empowered organization 
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is one which offers some sort of progress, say in decision making and/or assistance to individuals and 

communities. Through research four crucial identifications were made of qualities possessed by empowered 

organizations. The first characteristic is that empowered organizations promote growth and development 

of the community, at the same time it improves the standards of life of its members and makes it more 

meaningful by providing them affiliation opportunities which enhance their social identity and lastly 

provides mutual leadership in relation to both the organization and associates. (Zimmerman, 2000). 

3.2.4.3 Community Empowerment 

 

 Whenever a community takes active steps to improve the standards of life for members of its community, 

encourage and provide opportunities for their participation in community activities and continually works 

towards the betterment and social construction of their locality the community is considered to be an 

empowered on. This also makes a community a competent one. Definitions suggest that a competent 

community can only be successful when a needs based approach can be sufficiently activated within the 

community; that is, the needs of a community is sufficiently acknowledged, methods are addressed to meet 

those needs and plans are executed to ensure that the methods addressed are fully functionalized to 

successfully meet the needs. Empowered communities reply on mutual efforts by all community members 

to help fulfil the community’s critical necessities through empowerment of individuals as well as utilization 

of empowering organizations which are also empowered. One of the critical characteristics of an 

empowered community is access to resources and assets which operationalize the community and ensures 

community members’ ability to better their lives. Community resources include- recreational facilities- 

those which provide entertainment such as amusement parks, protective services- which help protect the 

society’s people such as police, fire; health and mental health care- emergency medical assistance facilities 

such as ambulance; and general services- access to information such as hygiene through sanitation and new 

through media. It is also observed that a decentralized governments and community meetings to meet voices 

of general community members provide more empowered communities. (Zimmerman, 2000). 
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3.2.5 Empowerment on Different Social Levels 

 

This can be considered at three different levels- micro, meso and macro. On the micro-level of women 

empowerment, it consists on household, family, and self-issues which are can contain matters of sub-groups 

as well as intra-household. On a macro-level women empowerment refers to global or in the case of 

Bangladesh policy issues which impact the level of control the woman has. And on a meso-level, the 

community and organizations which the woman associate themselves with is considered as a variable for 

their economic empowerment. Meso-level can also represent a “supra-village” measure which takes into 

account the village or district the woman resides in. (Colfer, October 2003). 

3.3 Resources and Assets Which Facilitate Rural Women Empowerment in 

Bangladesh from SME Start-ups 
 

The livelihood approach can be focused when assessing the access to resources and assets that rural women 

have which enables them to start SMEs in rural areas. The access to the livelihood materials determine the 

extent to which people have access to productive assets that enable them to derive livelihood through its 

use. (Buvinic & O’Donnell, 2017). This brings up the concept of sustainable livelihood approaches which 

acts as a guide as to which activities people should engage in so that they can have a sufficient livelihood. 

This is why it is particularly important for women engaging in small and medium sized enterprise activities 

in rural areas of Bangladesh. (Nawrotzki , et al., 2012).  

3.3.1 Livelihood Resources 

 

This is a topic which is a component of importance in this particular research because it enables a view into 

the “concept of Sustainable Rural Livelihood”. Acknowledging how being a part of a sustainable rural 

livelihood can cater to changes in degrees of women economic empowerment can provide a more defined 

view into what factors actually influence empowerment in rural areas because livelihood resources can help 

alleviate poverty. (Nawrotzki , et al., 2012). Livelihood refers to all the resources which an individual or 

group has available in order to live. Sustainable livelihood refers to being able all of the contributions made 
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towards dealing with constraints and hassles and managing resources in such a way that there is also plenty 

left for the use of generations yet to come and at the same time using these livelihood resources in ways 

which bring mutual benefits locally as well as globally both now and in the long term.  (Krantz, 2001). 

There are five livelihood capital resources which can be used as an indicator of the level of livelihood 

possessed by an. individual. They are-natural capital, financial capital, human capital, physical capital, and 

social capital. (Nawrotzki , et al., 2012). 

3.3.1.1 Natural Capital 

 

These are natural reservoirs and environmental assistance which provide sufficient livelihood opportunities 

for those who can avail them. (Krantz, 2001). These include access to wildlife, water and land which local 

communities can use to generate income or consume. (Nawrotzki , et al., 2012).  

3.3.1.2 Financial/Economic Capital 

 

These are capital resources which facilitate livelihood. These include savings, supplies of credit pensions, 

etc. (Nawrotzki , et al., 2012). This is an essential component of livelihood as it instils confidence in the 

individual who has access to these. (Kibriaa, et al., 2018). 

3.3.1.3 Human Capital  

 

These focus on qualifications, understanding and aptitude to performing some sort of labor. (Krantz, 2001). 

When a labor force is healthy and physically able the success of a livelihood strategy increases. (Nawrotzki 

, et al., 2012).   

3.3.1.4 Physical Capital 

 

Basic infrastructure and production assets make up the physical capital. These include items such as 

transport, communications, shelter, etc. (Nawrotzki , et al., 2012). The inclusion of technology in recent 

times has greatly benefited SMEs. (Kibriaa, et al., 2018). 
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3.3.1.5 Social Capital 

 

Social resources such as friendships, associations, networks and relationship factors make up this realm. 

These resources are particularly important when a livelihood initiative requires partnership or joint actions 

between two or more people. (Krantz, 2001); there is usually mutual benefits involved which leads to the 

building of trust and cooperation between different social parties. (Kibriaa, et al., 2018).  

3.4 Concept of Power 
 

As already discussed, women empowerment is based on four key variables which intertwine to form the 

concept- “option, choice, control and power”. The definition of power details power relations which 

include separate recognition for power over, power, to, power with and power within. (Malhotra, et al., 

2002). 

3.4.1 Dimensions of Power Relation 

 

There are four types of power which determine the level and type of empowerment. They can be separated 

in terms of power over, power to, power within and power with.  The following table shows the implications 

of different types of power. 

Source: Overseas Development Institute (Luttrell , et al., 2009) 

Table 1 in terms of women’s empowerment can be outlined by looking at economic, human and social, 

cultural and psychological, political and legal and finally protective capabilities.  
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Power over: this encourages engagement in political and economic activities. This type of approach can 

be “zero sum” based on a definite level of supply and implies that the way to achieve power is to take it 

from someone who has superior power. On the other hand, it can be “positive sum” this focuses on making 

oneself more involved politically and demanding public interest and policies administration from political 

parties. While the ‘feminist’ approach deals with replacing one type of power with another. Power over 

explains the extent to which an individual can exercise power over one or more individuals. For example, 

if a poor woman as economic power over her savings and can easily obtain loans then she can find it easier 

to gain access over productive resources which can also be used to increase self-sufficiency and livelihood.  

Power with and within: power with is focused on the ways that gaining power actually helps in providing 

power to others as well instead of reducing other individual’s powers when they gain a significant amount 

of self-power. Power within describes how a woman uses her inner forces, strength and consciousness to 

actively gain what she believes she is entitled to. 

Power to: it involves various actions which can be taken to change already prevailing structures of power.  

3.5 Operationalization 
 

The following factors can be used to understand the impact of small and medium enterprises on women 

economic empowerment in Bangladesh based on the concept of empowerment, livelihood capital and 

dimensions of power. These concepts and questions will then be analyzed to answer the research questions 

proposed at the beginning of the paper. The variables have been defined both from a conceptual as well as 

operational perspective to come up with the most relevant questions which can appear in order to find 

solutions to the research questions posed.  

There are several ways in which a conceptual definition is dissimilar to an operational one. First, let’s take 

a look at what conceptual definitions are. Conceptual definitions express the general meanings of 

something. That is, what people understand of a particular topic; much like dictionary phases. A conceptual 

definition is important in social researches because many of the concepts in this type of research have 
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changeable definitions. This makes conceptual definitions a good method to build on theories which assist 

in amplification of study outcomes. (Bernard, 2000). On the other hand, operational definitions identify the 

instruments used to ration a concept which has been explained conceptually.  This makes operational 

definitions an important factor in determining the quality of a study; because if the operational definition is 

unclear or poorly made then the outcomes will also be unclear or faulty in nature. (Bernard, 2000).  

Below is the process of operationalization for this research: 

Concept Conceptual 

Definition 

Operational Definition Question identified 

“Women Economic 

Empowerment” 

 

Gender inequality 

represents the social 

barriers and 

distinctions created 

between men and 

women based on their 

gender. 

It is necessary to find out 

through research the 

attitudes of the 

Bangladeshi residents to 

address women rights, 

challenges and gender 

inequality in every field 

like domestic and social 

sectors. (Basak et 

al,2017).  

 

 

 

Are women given less 

economic opportunities 

because of their gender? 

Micro-level decision 

making power 

represents how much 

opportunity is given to 

How much control 

women have in micro-

level needs to be found 

out because it is often 

Do women have significant 

control over the decisions 

made within their 
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women to influence 

personal, household 

and family decision. 

seen that a majority of 

women’s power are 

controlled by some male 

relative/spouse due to the 

patriarch nature of the 

society. (Khan and 

Bamber, 2007). 

household, family and 

personal life? 

Meso-level power for 

women describe their 

influence making 

abilities in society and 

organizations.  

It is necessary to know 

meso-level rights of rural 

women as it believed that 

changing the women 

economic condition 

brings changes in society 

by giving them more 

power. (Basak et al, 

2017).  

 

Do women have the right to 

express their opinions in 

community and 

organizational settings? 

Macro-level power is 

the ability to influence 

policy making 

decisions  

It is necessary to find out 

how much influence 

women have in policy 

decision because the 

women entrepreneurs 

have to face the 

inimitable challenges in 

all the sectors of their 

progression particularly 

in policy framework of a 

country. (World Bank 

,2011). 

Can women actively 

influence and make changes 

in their community and/or 

organizational policies? 

“Livelihood 

Resources” 

Natural capital enable 

production and 

Availability and 

accessibility of natural 

Do the ownership of 

livestock or land or water 
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ownership of livestock 

improve standards of 

living. 

 

capital must be identified 

as natural capital provides 

sufficient livelihood 

opportunities for those 

who can avail them. 

(Krantz, 2001) 

improve women’s standard 

of life?  

Human capital 

improves the quality 

of empowerment 

achieved. 

The physical status of 

women must be identified 

through health and labor 

quality identification of 

rural women as it impacts 

the success of a livelihood 

strategy increases. 

(Nawrotzki , et al., 2012).   

 

Are rural women part of a 

healthy and physically able 

labor force? 

Economic capital 

improves confidence 

level of women who 

has access to them. 

Access to financial 

resources need to be 

found out through 

identifying their ability to 

save, gain supplies of 

credit, pensions, etc. 

(Nawrotzki , et al., 2012) 

Do rural women have full 

access financial resources 

such as supplies of credit? 

Physical capital 

mobilizes women 

entrepreneurs 

Access to basic 

infrastructure and 

production assets make 

up the physical capital 

needs to be measured. 

Do indigent women have 

access to institutions who 

help them to obtain 

production assets? 
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These include items such 

as transport, 

communications, shelter, 

etc. (Nawrotzki , et al., 

2012) 

 Social capital enable 

more mutual 

relationships with 

those in a woman’s 

community 

It is necessary to measure 

the level of social 

resources through 

investigation of their 

partnership or joint 

actions capabilities in 

rural settings. (Krantz, 

2001); 

Can rural women easily 

make partnerships and 

associations with those 

around them? 

“Small and 

Medium-sized 

Enterprises” 

1.1  

 

Access to financial 

assistance, micro-

credit, and graduate 

programs has enabled 

empowerment among 

rural women in 

Bangladesh to flourish 

Must find out the truth 

behind the statement that 

the ability of women 

entrepreneurs to obtain 

financial assistance is 

significantly less than that 

of men. (Haan, 2016) 

Do indigent women 

entrepreneurs believe they 

get more financial 

assistance from NGOs than 

their male counterpart? 

 

Need to identify through 

past information if it is 

possible to obtain a 

positive outcome from 

provide micro-credit to 

rural women who wish to 

engage in some 

economically productive 

activity. (Samman & 

Santos, 2009) 

Have women entrepreneurs 

been more economically 

productive since receiving 

micro-credit? 
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It is necessary to measure 

how consumptions per 

head changes along with 

their income after 

provision of productive 

assets to ultra-poor 

women. (Buvinic & 

O’Donnell, 2017).  

Are rural women better off 

now in terms of income and 

monthly consumptions due 

to the receipt of production 

assets? 

 

4. Research Methodology 

 

This section of the paper is dedicated to present the ways that the researcher has collected information 

relevant for the research to be effectively conducted and the systematic manner of inducting conclusions to 

research problems and questions. 

4.1 Overview 
 

Most often research is conducted with the intentions of achieving a more in depth knowledge about some 

pertaining topic of discussion. Research is more often than not based on systematic evaluation of 

information, facts, figures and theories which are investigated through a scientific approach to gain a more 

informed view of a particular topic. This type of systematic collection and analysis of data is regarded as 

investigation of a scientific nature through which the researcher is trying to reach some feasible solution or 

answer some plausible questions to add or build on the research topic.  (Odoh and Chinedum E, 2014).    

The research methodology on the ground of social research can be developed in similar ways to that of 

other research types where data is collected and respectively analyzed after accumulation to identify the 

reason or suggest possible solutions to a particular issue or problem. (Bryman, 2012). 
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4.1.1 Social Research and Context 

 

Social research is related to the scientific fields associated with researching social topics such as policy, 

politics, criminology and human geography and sociology and answering pressing questions about social 

issues. Research on this topic consists of both conceptual nature as well theoretical nature.  

4.1.2 Contexts of Social Research  

 

The contexts of social research include the following items. 

Theories- relating to social topic being researched which is interpreted through analysis of findings. The 

main idea is to obtain evidence and knowledge of how theories can be related and influenced by existing 

theories. (Bryman, 2012). 

Literature- social research framework for the study is largely dependent on how well the researcher knows 

the topics at hand and in order to do that analysis and knowledge of previous work done on the topic of 

interest can serve as a critical tool. This is because researchers do not want to spend time, and effort on 

conducting research only to find that the same topics has already been covered. (Bryman, 2012). 

Building relationship between theory and literature- one option is to formulate then test one or more 

assumed hypothesis using theory as a basis for the research. Another option is to try to prove or disprove 

some theory as a deductive result from conducting the research. The first option indicates that theories can 

be related to results from research while the latter suggests research leads to new relationships created 

which can be reflected on theory. (Bryman, 2012) 

Epistemological and ontological conventions- the epistemological approach invites the researcher to 

question the validity of certain scientific approach adoptions and how well it fits with the topic at hand. 

(Seale, 2004). Both epistemological and ontological research deals with how acceptable theories and 

knowledge can be re-evaluated to identify level of actual compatibility with assumptions made. (Alasuutari, 

et al., 2008). 
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Values and personal values and political context- values consist of both ethical standpoints of research ideas 

and proposals as well as the integrity of the researchers. Political contexts are more of an important feature 

for those research ideas which require government’s monetary support. As most social researches receive 

financing assistance from the government those social issues which are pressing topics will attain more 

attention and assistance than those which are not. (Bryman, 2012). 

 

4.2 Research Method  
 

Different research objectives need the use of different types of research methodology to successfully reach 

the desired conclusions which the research aims to derive from the particular study. Below is a discussion 

of the method(s) used for this paper and why such a selection was used.  

4.2.1 Research Approach and Research Method of This Study 

 

Research can use qualitative, quantitative or mixed methods. This study uses a mixed approach- mixture of 

qualitative and quantitative. As research work has progressed many researchers have slowly adopted to 

using a mix of both qualitative and quantitative methods with the intent that the results produced by this 

method will be of more significance. The result that is obtained through this method produces a unified 

algorithm for the proposed research questions. (Whittemore & Knafl, 2005).  For this reason, focus was 

placed on a mixed method for this study as this research is essentially a case study.  

In quantitative research quantitative data is used. Quantitative data is those which is measurable and can be 

used to justify statistical findings such as number of men and women who participate in the workforce, 

percentage of men versus women who can take part in decision making, how many women as opposed to 

men can get loans and institutional help with ease, etc. Qualitative approach, on the other hand, is the use 

of secondary information which has been used as a basis for judging the different opinions and perceptions 

which have been expressed. (Bryman, 2012). This method can be utilized here by taking into account what 

rural Bangladeshi women had to say in past research studies regarding empowerment. An abductive 
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reasoning is used as a basis for research approach determination. Abductive reasoning is used because the 

researcher has used critical analysis of existing literature to construct the reasoning behind the analytical as 

well as theoretical bases which is later used to derive conclusions. This is an important implication for this 

research because there are many different variants of the same variables which has been expressed in 

different ways in different literatures and therefore by reviewing and obtaining knowledge about the 

problems can aid in better understanding of the research gap which prevails in this topic of interest. 

(Bryman, 2012).    

As the study uses the case of women economic empowerment and influences of SMEs on indigent women’s 

livelihood in Bangladesh, therefore qualitative research is used to produce in-depth conclusions about the 

topic and quantitative data has been used to justify what has been statistically determined regarding how 

indigent women feel and express empowerment related issues in rural Bangladesh. 

4.3 Discussion of the research methods 
 

4.3.1 Qualitative Method   

 

This paper approaches the empowerment scenario among indigent Bangladeshi women from a case study 

point of view using mostly secondary information and building on the collected information. More 

qualitative data was used in this social research because the qualitative research methods focus more on a 

perceptive point of view and does not place its primary concern on collection of quantitative data. (Creswell, 

2009).  These perceptions and point of views are particularly of importance for how SMEs impact 

economically empowered Bangladeshi women because not all women will be equally affected or affected 

in the same way. Moreover, qualitative research usually does not use statistical tools to come analyze or 

meet its research objectives. (Creswell, 2009). This was an important consideration in this research due to 

the fact that the researcher and the subjected were not residing in the same country which made collection 

of any first-hand data or informational even more difficult than it would have been if the participants were 

in the vicinity of the researcher.  
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Another important consideration is the effectiveness in the collection of data from a cultural or social 

standpoint. This subject matter has originated from social science investigations and plays a large part in 

many social science researches. Here, researchers, who wish to investigate various social, cultural and 

perspective based phenomena, can use the method to get in-depth opinions of the participants from less 

structured response questions. This is why qualitative methods served an important part in the collection of 

information for the completion of this study; because normally this type of research attempts to answer why 

or how something has been happening on a continuous basis (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994), which undoubtedly 

was the main purpose of the research questions posed based on literature. This research attempted to answer 

why women were still suffering from lack of empowerment despite long term efforts by NGOs and other 

government and non-government organizations as well as how the NGOs has been trying to operationalize 

SMEs and use it as a process to empower women over the years on a continuous basis.    

4.3.2 Quantitative Method 

 

Quantitative research relies on the use of statistical tools to draw conclusions from present or already 

existing past data. Researches which require the use of functions such as analysis of networks, regression, 

programming, etc. can be performed more effectively with the use of quantitative research. (Creswell, 

2009). This research uses past quantitative information already available from electronic sources such as 

World Bank, Government websites as well as other past work by credible researchers and social science 

analysts. For the completion of this paper, data regarding the way that SMEs can impact rural women 

statistically was not collected primarily because this method uses facts, figures, numbers and measurable 

quantities which need to be collected first-hand, particularly for this purpose, in order to come to a 

justifiable and logical conclusion about the topic. This was difficult for the researcher to do as she is residing 

in Sweden while the main subjects of the research are in rural areas of Bangladesh. Quantitative research 

is most often used when the research consists of items which require correlations and deductions to be made 

based on some form of quantitative data collected. (Leedy, 1993). The feature which makes quantitative 

research so effective is the confirmation of the validity of results obtain through the acceptance or rejection 
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of the research hypothesis by seeking and critically analyzing the research questions. While this paper did 

not focus on any hypothesis investigation, quantitative data was still used. For this validation which comes 

from quantitative research various past papers from social science, human rights, and other such journals, 

newspaper articles, books, etc. were used. This makes data collection one of the most important and 

foremost apprehension of quantitative research. This is because the quality of quantitative data collected 

and made available for analysis will form the pool of information which will at the end justify the credibility 

and validity of the research outcomes. Due to the ease and effectiveness of surveys, it is one of the most 

commonly used methods of collecting quantitative data through the use of questionnaires. Questionnaires 

offer an efficient and effective way of analyzing the hypothesis.  (Leedy, 1993). The previously collected 

information from questionnaires and various quantitative methods served as an important source of 

information which helped to firmly strengthen the backbone for this study. 

4.4 Research Models  

 

The models of research can normally be categorized into two parts- the positivist and interpretive. An 

interpretive aspect exists in this particular research about women empowerment and SMEs as qualitative 

information is used to validate the dependability, credibility as well as transferability and conformity of the 

subject matter with respect to conclusions which are expected to reflect assumptions made in the first part 

of the research. The interpretivist models of research bind the research to four distinct attributes which help 

to ensure integrity and authenticity of conducted research. The attributes are namely- conformity, 

credibility, transferability, and dependability (Guba, 1981). The level to which researchers and audience of 

the research agree that the outputs of research are dependable is the degree of dependability that is placed 

on that particular research. Credibility, on the other hand, is how sound the audience of a research perceive 

it to be. Conformability measures the extent to which the variables of the research project conforms with 

its original research intentions. If the research variables are non-congruent with research methodology the 

level of reliability placed on the research will go down. Lastly, transferability is regarded to how well a 

variable can interchanged with another variable. (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). 
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The positivist research projects, on the other hand, are those which fall under four predetermined variables- 

internal and external validities, reliability, and objectivity. Without the presence of these four variables a 

research cannot be classified as a positivist research. (Burns 2000). To explain in the fewest of words, 

internal validity refers to how well the independent variables of a research can be used to justify results of 

a study. While external validity represents how well results obtained from current research can be validated 

and harmonized with other concepts of similar nature. (Prochaska, 2017). Reliability is of specific interest 

to researchers because it refers to consistency of research which is used to measure the level of stability of 

the research variables. If the research cannot be consistently reproduced by more than one researcher it is 

considered to have poor reliability. (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). Lastly, the Objectivity refers to the unbiased 

commitment that the researcher(s) must exercise at all times during the research to ensure that output 

obtained is not skewed or dishonest in any shape or form. (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017).  As this research does 

not form a hypothesis which is attempted to be proved or refuted, this particular paper does not use a 

positivist approach model. 

4.5 Research Approaches   
 

The classification of research approaches can be done by segmenting research variables into three types- 

inductive reasoning, deductive reasoning and abductive reasoning. (Trochim, 2006). Induction reasoning 

aims at constituting a generalist understanding of some perspective from a very specified pinpointed topic. 

Deductive reasoning does just the opposite. In deductive reasoning a generalized idea is taken into 

perspective to derive some specific results or outcomes by utilizing the research processes. Inductive 

researches focus on a “bottom up” process in the development of the research. Focus is placed on collection 

and interpretation of participants’ responses to work upwards towards connection and relation with some 

specified theories to form a broad generalization. Whereas the deductive researchers focus on a “top down” 

approach which can simply be thought of as the other end of the spectrum to bottom up method. (Creswell 

&Clark, 2007).  
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Another important form of reasoning for social science researches is abductive reasoning. (Bryman, 2012). 

This type of reasoning is particularly important for qualitative research. Abductive reasoning deals with 

understanding perceptions and opinions about the world from the view point of participants who are 

involved in the research and then use draw conclusions from perspectives of social sciences as described 

by participants. Although this seems much like the definition of inductive reasoning the difference lies in 

the sense that it views the answers to questions from the participants’ viewpoint of the world as they see it. 

(Bryman, 2012). Due to the way that this type of reasoning looks at whys and how’s of a topic at hand, the 

researcher thought that this is the best to use to derive the information required to find answers to the 

identified research questions.  

4.6 Research Strategy: Sources of Data and Information   

Due to the nature of this report the use of primary data was limited. Below are the sources used to find 

information relevant for the successful completion of this research. 

4.6.1 Case study   

 

For the purpose of this research case studies have been used. According to Bryman, (2012), the case study 

is an important tool in obtaining past information about the research problems being scrutinized. This means 

through the use of case studies it is possible to obtain proper information from reliable sources about the 

status or condition of women economic empowerment in rural Bangladesh. Case studies normally consist 

of historical information about something which can be compared against present situations of the same 

variables. This comparison can then be used to formulate a solution to some problem or understand the 

underlying causes of something. (Zirath, A.I.B, 1999). Case studies are an important source of secondary 

information from similar sources and is particularly important for research in the fields of medical or 

judiciary disciplines. (Becker, 1977). 
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4.6.2 Personal Contribution 

 

The researcher is a citizen of Bangladesh and therefore has used her own personal experience to contribute 

to this study. Her maternal grandparents’ residence is located in rural parts of the country where even three 

years ago she had visited and experienced personally some aspects of rural lives of women and people in 

general. She has tried to incorporate her personal observations and knowledge into this research about 

women empowerment to find correlations and relate the findings to what she has experienced herself while 

she was in the country. Her judgement is based on the assumption that the scenario could not change in 

many decades and, therefore, is quite difficult to completely change the indigent woman empowerment 

scenario in Bangladesh within the three years which she has been residing in Sweden. Hence, the things 

she has seen with her own eyes and learnt from direct discussions with rural women of her village home 

and indirectly from discussions with others who live in rural Bangladesh such as her grandfather, uncles, 

mother, and others about the impact of SMEs on women empowerment in rural areas of Bangladesh. This 

has been used as a source of data where relevant to validate reliability of information which was used in 

this paper to answer the research questions.     

4.6.3 Secondary Data Analysis 

 

This was the most important course of information for this study. Secondary data and information served 

as the main source of information for deriving the conclusions to this study. The researcher has spent a 

large amount of time searching for investigating and reviewing a variety of topic related literature through 

the use of academic journals, articles as well as books both online and in hard copy in regard to different 

facets of empowerment, SMEs and its relevance in Bangladesh. Due to the focus of the study being on 

indigent women of Bangladesh, much of the literary investigation was centered around economic 

empowerment of women in rural areas of South Asia in particular. Various scientific and social studies 

were used to create the framework for identifying the research gaps which were used to answer the research 
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questions. The researcher has placed utmost effort on finding reliable information to include in the sources 

of literature reviewed for this paper.  

Data from different non-government organizations (NGOs) were also used and other reliable information 

from sources such as World Bank, United Nations, and books by notable authors were used as secondary 

sources of information. Books such as Social Research Methods by Alan Bryman (2012), The SAGE 

Handbook of Social Research Methods (2008) and Social Research Methods: A Reader by Clive Seale 

(2004) were used to better understand how to collect information to solve the problems regarding the 

research topic.  

From Bryman, 2012, it can be noted that secondary information is critical for these types of abductive 

reasoning researches. This is because the wide array of literature which can be investigated and analyzed 

can pave the way for a number of different perspectives. (Bryman, 2012). Because many secondary data 

are easily available it means that can save time and costs of obtaining information and lead to a large pool 

of relevant data which can make the research more valuable. 

  

5. Findings 

This chapter discusses the findings from the study. The findings are in alliance with the answers to the 

research questions which need to be answered.  

In order to answer the research questions, the first the women economic empowerment through SMEs 

scenario in Bangladesh. Followed by a discussion of the livelihood resources while helps to initiate women 

economic empowerment through the use of SMEs. Finally, a discussion of how SME programs impact the 

empowerment status of women in rural Bangladesh.  
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5.1 SMEs as A Source of Women Economic Empowerment in Bangladesh 
 

The presence of small and medium sized enterprises makes up for a large proportion of local community 

development in developing countries such as Bangladesh. Similarly, it can be observed that SMEs provide 

a great opportunity for changing the structure of the Bangladeshi economy through more functional women 

empowerment. This is an important social factor because existing demographic data indicates that women 

make up for over 50% of the total population of Bangladesh. (Khatun & Kabir, December 2013- February 

2014). Consequently, it becomes all the more important to understand the role that women SME 

entrepreneurs have on the country’s economic status. This makes it even more relevant to take proper 

account of women economic empowerment in Bangladesh.  One of the greatest challenges that women face 

in Bangladesh which hinders their engagement in entrepreneurship is gender inequalities which is a root 

cause of the existing gender gap which exists in the labor markets of Asia. (Emerging Lessons on Women’s 

Entrepreneurship in Asia and the Pacific: Case Studies from the Asia and the Pacisific, October 2018). This 

gap is responsible for several other societal gaps which exist in the provision of economic empowerment 

to women in rural areas of Bangladesh in particular. This is because over 50% of the total population of 

Bangladesh fall under the poverty line. In the micro-level of power distribution in rural Bangladesh one of 

the major issues is how much control women have over contribution in their families and the economy. 

(Ahammad & Moudud-Ul- Huq, 2013).  In the meso-level women also face hindrance due to not being able 

to successfully have their voices heard in the community or in their respective organizations. This is 

particularly true for women in rural areas or the ultra-poor. (Nesa, 2015). In the macro-level their rights to 

policy are very limited. Although women in politics is increasing gradually in Bangladesh, it is not having 

too great of an impact on the economic empowerment through SMEs in the lives of indigent women who 

lacks control and power over macro-policies which govern their life. Policymakers motivation towards 

advancing a women’s contribution in economy is a topic of interest which largely impact women economic 

empowerment. (Khatun, et al., 2017).  
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5.1.1 Gender Equality and SMEs in Bangladesh 

 

It is no secret that women SME owners in Bangladesh has great growth potentials to have a part in the 

growth of the economy as well as improving their financial status. There are far more SMEs which are 

owned by women in rural parts of Bangladesh than in the urban areas. These SMEs are at most times based 

at home on a small scale in sectors which does not involve farming. Their numbers are greater than that of 

men owned SMEs in the indigent population in the country. (Bank, 2015).  

There were many initiatives taken to increase women’s economic empowerment in Bangladesh. One of the 

initiatives were “Women’s Economic Empowerment through Strengthening Market Systems” which was 

launched with an attempt to increase participation of women in the market of rural and urban natures in the 

country. It is a half a decade long project which will run up to 2021 with assistance from the embassy of 

Sweden and employed by integrated development environment (IDE) and the Asia Foundation. Through a 

qualitative research approach this project obtained information of 300 women about their SMEs and their 

functions. Many of the women claimed that the business was under their names to take advantage of the 

various facilities which are offered to women entrepreneurs such as micro-credit while the business was 

actually managed by a spouse or male relative who took all or most of the income which came from the 

functioning the woman-owned SME. On the same study it was revealed that almost all of the women had 

inherited the business from a male counterpart. However, perhaps one of the most alarming findings from 

this study was that only 2% of the women interviewed was actually a SME owner, the remaining owned 

microenterprise or had small home based income sources. Their lack of growth in the SME was found to 

be related to lack of assistance in developing a successful enterprise as well as having little to no networking 

support from which they can increase their level of empowerment. (Nachshen, 2005).  

5.1.2 Impact of Female Disempowerment and Power Roles 
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Bangladesh is a country where for many years “female disempowerment” was a very common scenario. 

(Bandiera, et al., 2018). This is mainly due to the very heavy favoritism towards male child in the society. 

The patriarchal nature is clearly evident in the way people in the community treat and differentiate between 

male and female children. (Khatun, et al., 2017). This type of mentality is perhaps the biggest hindrance to 

participation of women in SME type activities in Bangladesh. Throughout the years this has reduced 

initiates to empower women and rather facilitated towards entitling men to more authority and power. 

Parents are still focused on prioritizing male children. In rural areas female child mortality rates are higher 

than male child mortality rates despite equal nutritional access. Superstition and traditions in many rural 

areas of Bangladesh still shun women who own businesses. This burdens rural women with guilt for doing 

a “man’s job” and many indigent women feel discouraged toward engaging in economically productive 

activities such as SME ownership despite their poverty status. (Nesa, 2015).  As females grow older, the 

disparities and discrimination in the economy continue to grow too. They are faced with religious and 

societal constraints which limit their ability to access or be a part of areas which promote personal economic 

development. However, women’s contribution in the labor force has increased to four times that of men’s, 

whose participation rates increases are non-significant. (Khatun, et al., 2017).  

5.1.3 Micro-level Decision Making Power 

 

The chairperson of the “Women by the Women Forum”, Ms. Shamsun Nahar describes the encouragement 

women receive from family members and society as a hindrance to SME women entrepreneurs. (Nesa, 

2015). The situation is more critical in rural areas as they have less opportunities compared to urban areas 

and people’s beliefs about the rights and authority of women are lagging due to traditional cultures as well 

as rural superstitions. Women are also less inclined to be educated than the male children in rural areas 

which lead to lack of knowledge. Even women who have little or honors level education are not encouraged 

by society to start a business due to the risks involved and are rather pushed or compelled to take up a job 

for their income source. (Khatun, et al., 2017). On the other side of the spectrum, some husbands wish for 

their wives to obtain facilities associated with SMEs such as micro-credit. Only to engage in violent 
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activities such as sexual, physical or verbal abuse of their wives in particular if they are ineligible for micro-

credit or cannot obtain financial support immediately. (Nesa, 2015). 

5.1.4 Meso-level Power for Women 

 

It is believed that changing the women economic condition brings changes in society by giving them more 

power. (Basak et al,2017). Women’s economic empowerment has been on a rise since the 90’s as fertility 

rates dropped at record levels mostly due to government initiatives. The opportunity to be a more active 

part of the community has encouraged females to take part in paid labor which has increased their level of 

economic empowerment. Women also now have the power to engage in political settings which has also 

increased the number of women mayors, ministers and lawmakers in the country. (DAC Network on Gender 

Equality, 2011).  

Ms. Shamsun Nahar describes how women in Bangladesh face societal and cultural barriers which come 

from family, in-laws and society at large due to their gender. They are less encouraged and this leads to 

displeased relatives and people of society when a women desires to start or engage in her own business. 

However, she also notes that people’s notions change if the SME becomes successful and the women begins 

earning a significant livelihood. (Nesa, 2015).  

5.1.5 Macro-level Power 

 

Women being over 50% of the population of Bangladesh has drawn attention of the government who 

initiated many national level policies in regard to the development of women’s economic opportunities for 

women entrepreneurs. (Ahammad & Moudud-Ul- Huq, 2013). The government has set up three goals in 

regard to women in their Millennium Development Goals, one of which caters towards women 

employment. The Bangladeshi constitution speaks of equal employment opportunities for women 

entrepreneurs and for safeguarding their economic rights. One of those rights of women initiated by 

Bangladesh Bank aims at prioritizing women who wish to engage in SMEs and express desires to access to 

financial assistance to do so. The bank has created the “SME and Special Programs Department” in this 
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regard. Through this service woman are empowered by having the voice to express their economic desires 

and what type of policies they want to obtain in order to achieve their SME objectives. Help desks are 

available to actively listen to and offer women entrepreneurs with advice, suggestions as well as submit any 

objections or complaints women SME owners may have regarding hassles or issued faced while obtaining 

loans or they can also offer suggestions and advice for better assistance. (Parvin, et al., 2012).  Many NGOs 

working for economic mobilization and microfinancing of rural women also encourage them to take part in 

protests, legal awareness measures as well as take part in elections. Local communities now have rural 

power structure policies which allows women to take part in the local government and due to women 

entrepreneurs awareness of political rights they gain more voice in local policies.  

With that being said, there is a shadow in how much voice women actually have in policy making in the 

society. The level of unpaid work that women engage in remains undocumented and many of government 

policies except a few rarely have visions or keeps in mind the women entrepreneurs needs. Those in rural 

areas find themselves with lack of material resources which offer economic stability and much of their SME 

initiatives are not governed by policy implementation but rather by efforts of NGOs such as BRAC. 

(Khatun, et al., 2017). 

5.2 Access to Livelihood Resources    
 

There are five livelihood capital resources which can be used as an indicator of the level of livelihood 

possessed by an. individual. They are-natural capital, financial capital, human capital, physical capital, and 

social capital. Livelihood resources help in improving indigent women’s access to resources through the 

functioning of SMEs and the support provided by NGOs in the formation. (Krantz, 2001). 

5.2.1 Natural capital 

 

This measure is particularly important for rural women who engage in agriculture based SMEs. One of the 

more important issues here is the ownership or access to land which forms the factor of production for 

agricultural produce. (Krantz, 2001). Women entrepreneurs tend to focus on organic fertilizer management 
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in this sector due to the availability of resources. However, it is notable that land ownership by women is 

relatively low in Bangladeshi rural setting due to the system of tenure. Most women entrepreneurs of the 

rural setting do not own land but use land which they have access to for economic production. They have 

very little knowledge about factors such as “high Yielding Varieties”, however, they substitute this lack of 

knowledge with indigenous techniques they have for agricultural success due to their understanding of the 

ecology that surrounds their locality. (Kabir, et al., 2012). 

5.2.2 Physical capital 

 

One of the greater benefits obtained by women who engage in SME activities is the ability to obtain credit 

to possess physical capital to improve their economic empowerment status. (Krantz, 2001). Women 

entrepreneurs in rural Bangladesh normally have access to loan services by NGOs as they are more flexible 

than banks and provide additional assistance in obtaining physical assets such as machinery for production. 

These NGOs provide networking opportunities which mobilize indigent women SME owners who were 

previously home bound. Support of local government is also important for the economic empowerment of 

women in rural areas such as effective housing, vegetable entrepreneurship opportunities, etc. (Kabir, et al., 

2012). 

5.2.3 Human capital 

 

Due to the engagement in economic activities through SMEs indigent women have greater ability to fulfil 

their needs. With access to knowledge about agricultural output and farming of livestock such as cows and 

goats largely benefits agricultural and livestock entrepreneurs. (Krantz, 2001). Human capital has serious 

implications which take into account the age of women entrepreneurs. A study has found that the mean age 

of rural women entrepreneurs in Bangladesh is 39 years old. Women of this age who are also actively 

involved with SMEs are more aware of the benefits and requirements of education and so spend more 

money on their children’s education. Women in rural areas face severe many health issues due to their 

uneducated status. Their mentality prevents them from discussing their health issues with health providers 
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due to shyness or religious binding which limit their communication regarding health issues, particularly 

reproductive health, with male doctors. In this regard women of rural areas suffer more than men and rarely 

visit doctors. However, indigent women become more health conscious and regularly visit doctors more 

often regardless of whether they care male or female. This change comes due to more association with 

members of society and increased self-esteem and confidence levels. Rural women SME owners’ 

dependency on their male counterparts such as brothers, husbands, fathers also decrease due to more 

economic viability and empowerment. (Kabir, et al., 2012). 

5.2.4 Social capital 

 

Engaging in entrepreneurship increases a women entrepreneur’s interaction with those around her. This 

networking serves as a source of power for women SME owners, particularly in rural areas of Bangladesh, 

where women are normally suppressed. They gain more help and support to overcome any difficulties they 

may face while both in their public as well as personal life as well. Group meetings through NGOs are 

common features of women SME owners in rural areas and here they have a voice to express concerns 

which arise in their communities and possibly find ways to revolve them through discussion with other 

members of the locality. Through the guidance of NGOs women entrepreneurs are also given opportunity 

to take on leadership roles in group meeting which helps to enhance the self-confidence levels of the women 

and hence empower them further. (Kabir, et al., 2012). 

Economic empowerment allows a woman to become an income earner in their family, this gives rural 

women more freedom and recognition in social gatherings such as weddings, festivals, family invitations, 

etc. the income source sometimes aids women SME owners to increase their social status. Such as it is a 

common scene to see rural houses in Bangladesh without proper drinking water or sanitation. Women 

income earners are normally more family oriented and want the best for their families and so they invest in 

good sanitation systems which reduce illnesses and enhance quality of life. (Kabir, et al., 2012). 
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5.2.5 Financial capital 

 

The financial scenario for women SME owners in Bangladesh is negatively correlated. This is because 

women normally lack knowledge about the types of financial capital they are entitled to as part of their 

SME programs. Many rural women lack the education which allows them to understand credit systems and 

even if they do understand it they normally do not have the confidence to finance themselves. They often 

resort to asking for money from their spouse or other acquaintances which at most times is not sufficient 

for the effective functioning of their SME organization. (Kabir, et al., 2012). However, organizations such 

as BRAC and Grameen bank offer microcredit and small loan features for women poor/ultra-poor rural 

women who want to start up their own. The major issue here is that a majority of women’s loans are 

controlled by some male relative/spouse due to the patriarch nature of the society. This means that if credit 

is invested improperly by the woman’s male counterpart who is in control of the loan rather than making 

conditions better for the woman it sometimes facilitates to making it even worse as the woman faces 

pressure of loan repayment and which could be used for more important activities such as consumption or 

saving. (Oxaal & Baden, 1997). This shows evidence for implying that even though economic development 

may increase due to micro-credit it may not always increase women economic empowerment and running 

of women owned SMEs is significantly by how NGOs and Government organizations encourage, motivate 

and aid these rural women’s empowerment status (Parvin, et al., 2012).   

 

6. Analysis of Findings  

After a careful scrutiny of the findings, it is evident that the perspective of indigent Bangladeshi women 

can be elaborated and related to the theory of ‘Alternative Development’. In the chapter, the discussions 

will show the relation between the findings and the theory of Alternative Development and the conclusions 

will provide answers to the two research questions. The analytical framework will be used as the underlying 

basis for the conclusions reached.  
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To recap the two research questions were:  

1. Though which processes do SMEs impact and empower indigent rural women entrepreneurs? 

2. What are the impediments of women entrepreneurs in SME entrepreneurship? 

 

6.1 Elaboration of findings  
 

Below is an elaboration of how SMEs impact conditions of rural Bangladeshi women and what 

impediments incur because of it. The impact is justified in terms of changes in social and economic 

conditions and drawbacks are identified by scrutinizing the power and control levels of women who are 

engaged in SMEs and why they do not achieve full economic empowerment despite accepts. 

6.1.1 Analysis of How Social Condition of Rural Women Can Change Through SME interactions 

 

This analysis is based on the processes of SMEs which impact rural women entrepreneurs. The social status 

of those women who engaged in change women entrepreneurship benefited more from SMEs in rural areas. 

This is because Change women entrepreneurs are those which normally got involved with SME activities 

because they needed a change from their current state or to keep busy. Some looked after family businesses 

while others took it as a special interest or hobby. (Khatun & Kabir, December 2013- February 2014).  

Impact of More Psychological Power  

This can be related to the psychological power concept of the empowerment theory as well the alternative 

development theory. Both of which reflect on “individual sense of potency”.  The implication here is that 

more self-potency leads to more self-confidence which in turn results in empowerment and self-efficacy. 

(Friedmann, 1992). Being economically empowered through SMEs also has psychological implications 

because it increases a women’s perceived control into three domains- personality which focuses on locus 

of control, cognitive refereeing to self-efficacy and motivational which relates to intrinsic needs. 

(Zimmerman, 2000).  This meant that they were more socially aware as a result of becoming a part of the 
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SME community and being with others who are like them has helped many rural women to come out of 

depressive states of being oppressed at home without an income of their own. (Nesa, 2015). In return 

engaging in SMEs enable women to gain access to more human capital through increased knowledge and 

enterprise of self and those which she influences.  

Impact of Access to More Social Interactions  

Even though women do not have ability to tenure their own land, they do gain access to them which enable 

them to gain a livelihood and increases their interaction with society. (Kibriaa, et al., 2018). It is evident 

that when a women entrepreneur engages in SME ownership she has greater interaction with her 

surroundings and therefore more networking does increase social conditions as they gain more help and 

support to overcome any difficulties they may face while both in their public as well as personal life as 

well. This gives evidence of the existence of more social capital when they are associated with small and 

medium enterprises. (Friedmann, 1992). They also get more ability to control their standards of life. For 

example, group meetings through NGOs allow women entrepreneurs to express concerns which arise in 

their communities and possibly find ways to revolve them through discussion with other members of the 

locality. Representing the existence of more meso-level power in the community and organization in the 

lives of these indigent women. Leadership roles also increase their social standings, affiliations and helps 

to enhance the self-confidence levels of the women and hence empower them further. (Kabir, et al., 2012) 

Result of More Self-Confidence 

Being socially involved in paid work activities also allows rural women to have more freedom and 

recognition in their homes, communities or work setting and the income source sometimes aids women 

SME owners to increase their social status. Women bread earners in rural communities are also more health 

conscious and regularly visit doctors more often regardless of whether they care male or female. This 

change comes due to more association with members of society and increased self-esteem and confidence 

levels. (Kabir, et al., 2012). This highlights how women who were previously disempowered can gain a 
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more sufficient access to livelihood resources and have more physical strength to perform informal work 

activities through engagement in SME activities. (Friedmann, 1992).  

Impact of Gender Related Issues on Social Condition  

Access to physical credit enable a woman to obtain credit to possess physical capital to improve their 

economic empowerment status. This allows women to engage in more economic activities through which 

previously indigent women have greater ability to fulfil their needs through income generation. Rural 

women SME owners’ dependency on their male counterparts such as brothers, husbands, fathers also 

decrease due to more economic viability and empowerment. The gender inequality which previously 

hindered women development can be changed through impact of SMEs because this engagement allows 

rural women to become more mobile. The cultural matrix which once which once suppressed women can 

now be a weapon to women who feel an intense need to mobile themselves in the economy. SMEs provide 

an opportunity to do that access to more livelihood resources such a loan, credit, production means, training 

all of which provides more micro-level and meso-level power.  

6.1.2 Analysis of How Economic Condition of Rural Women Can Change Through SME 

Interactions 

 

Economic empowerment allows a woman to become an income earner in their family, this gives rural 

women more freedom and recognition in social gatherings such as weddings, festivals, family invitations, 

etc. The income source sometimes aids women SME owners to increase their social status. This clearly 

shows that those who are economically empowered have more political empowerment and has a high level 

of community level empowerment as per the empowerment theory because they are guided by power from 

within to change the aspects which govern their lives through social activities and engage in empowerment 

as a mean of bringing change. (Luttrell , et al., 2009). 

This can be highlighted by the Alternative Development Theory which has sections demonstrating the 

prevalence of women who may engage in informal income earning activities such as taking micro-credit 
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from NGOs to for the purpose of keeping and selling of livestock. Moreover, women who are normally not 

involved in activities outside the household have more social visibility when the Household Economy 

concept is applied and this leads to how mutual relationships logically put an impact on women-owned 

SMEs and their community life. (Friedmann, 1992). 

However, increased potentials to gain economic empowerment also has negative implications on rural 

women as seen from the Bangladeshi perspective. That due to the gender inequalities which exist many 

women are exposed to spousal abuse or increased household pressure. As already seen this is especially 

true for women whose spouses are unsupportive. A severe case of this can be observed in rural Bangladesh 

when the woman is the head of the house. They face increased physical stress along with the increased 

control as demand for energy to manage all the activities associated with managing their micro or small 

enterprises along their household increases. Their psychological stress is also high as the burden of solving 

their poverty and financial deficits lie in their hands; this causes depression and anxiety when the load 

becomes too much to handle perhaps due to the presence of too many dependents under the woman’s 

control. The psychological stress many also reach a tipping point when the husband or men is overpowering 

or burdensome in their power position in the household. This can also make the working woman feel like 

the SME activities are the life-line for survival, while this can be empowering this can be too overwhelming 

for some women. (Friedmann, 1992). 

With this being said the economic impacts of SMEs interactions with indigent women are perceived to be 

mostly positive as it provides rural women with more power in all forms they are seen to have more power 

over those who used to control their lives previously and gain more power to bring changes to their social, 

political and personal life. It also improves a rural women’s life both socially and personally as her access 

to livelihood resources increases through the additional NGO and government help which allows indigent 

women to improve their standards of living and becoming more independent and self-efficient.  
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6.1.3 Analysis of Impediments of Rural Women Entrepreneurs Despite SME Entrepreneurship 

 

Despite the positive outcomes of their social and economic condition due to engagement in SME activities 

the rural indigent women entrepreneurs’ conditions did not change to the extent that it should it. This is 

because their position in society does not still support the level of development which is needed to alleviate 

their poverty status to the fullest. 

Some of the factors which support this statement as identified from the study are pointed out below.  

Women’s Lack of Financial Support 

In Bangladesh, despite all the efforts of NGOs, government, and Bangladesh Bank to offer full support to 

women entrepreneurs they still face problems. One of the biggest reasons for this is that they lack initial 

financial capital to begin with. The illiteracy or lack of education that these women have hinders their ability 

to obtain the financial support which would ensure that their SME activities thrive. Another problem is that 

many women entrepreneurs do not feel safe or shy away from taking loans which could greatly support 

their financial needs and rather depend on help from those who are around them. Finances obtained are also 

not always put the best use. Particularly when the women have abusive or authoritative spouses. This can 

be representative of the financial or economic capital deficiencies which rural women are most often 

exposed to that impact their economic empowerment status through lower levels of social power which 

could be resolved through access to financial resources.  

Women’s Lack of Knowledge 

This is a major barrier to SME success among rural women entrepreneurs in Bangladesh. The low literacy 

rates reduce the woman’s visible power. This is because their knowledge about how to run an enterprise in 

the most effective and efficient manner to earn economic empowerment is every limited. This becomes an 

obstacle in the growth of their SMEs. They normally do not possess the all the knowledge about their 

community, enterprise, credit options and political rights which create barriers for them in the long run and 
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stunt the effectiveness of their economic empowerment efforts. (Khatun, et al., 2017).  This effects their 

individual empowerment from the perspective that they have less power within due to their low awareness 

and consciousness level of what is happing around them.  

Family Matters 

In most rural families’ superstitions and religious boundaries are very strong, particularly for women. This 

hinders their ability to run a successful SME. Many rural women in Bangladesh have dominating fathers or 

spouses who do not support their educational and economic viability needs this impacts what they can and 

cannot do. Married women have household chores and engage in unpaid house labor which take up much 

of their time. This represents empowerment as a controlling feature with those around them having power 

over the women’s personal decisions on a micro-level. (Luttrell , et al., 2009). Those rural women who 

have dependent young children or old in-laws/parents do not have the time and resources to gain knowledge 

and proper skills to run their SMEs and treat it as a part time duty.  Family support in rural areas for SME 

organization by a woman in the family is normally also low; due to the patriarchal nature of the society 

which entails women as needing to engage themselves in household activities while men are encouraged to 

participate in economic activities. These women are seen to feel low level of internal/invisible power due 

to the lack of motivation they are given through family to be economically empowered to do something. 

(Luttrell , et al., 2009) 

Lack of Policy 

 Despite government initiatives women entrepreneurs normally lack knowledge of their political rights and 

what policies they are entitled to. At the same time, not a lot of policies exist for indigent women’s economic 

empowerment initiatives in the Bangladeshi constitution. Despite chances to engage in local community 

politics many women choose not to due to its unstable condition and therefore have no say in the way that 

policy is run and lacks ability to change any policy. They seldom have any direct interactions with 

policymakers who influence the effectiveness of their SMEs. Those with low levels of empowerment and 
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no interaction with SMEs have less social and community visibility and therefore they can contribute less 

to and be less affected by any policies or policy changes on any level. 

Lack of Natural and Physical Capital 

Despite the discussion of increased assess to physical assets as a result of SME interactions, this increase 

in access is hindered by lack of effective use of obtained physical assets. Most women do not possess the 

ownership of land which can significantly aid their SME’s effectiveness. Moreover, their access to 

technology is very limited or none. They seldom have any good transportation or infrastructure systems 

and often receive less training and educations about how to run an organization using research and 

development features and are left to follow indigenous methods of economic production in order to run 

their SMEs. At the same time most rural women entrepreneurs have very limited access to electronic 

advancements such as high-tech computers, Wi-Fi internet and e-commerce features.  

This is congruent with the thought that those rural women who have local support and access to informal 

household economic activities such as access to agricultural assets and better transportation facilities to be 

more economically viable are more economic empowerment than those who do not. This is because they 

can engage in more subsistence activities and informal organized production. (Friedmann, 1992). 

Lack of Support  

Most women entrepreneurs to not reach full economic empowerment because of the lack of support they 

have from the Government, NGOs and SME cooperative agents. Although many NGOs such as BRAC and 

Grameen Bank offer indigent women measures to improve their poverty conditions, there is usually a lack 

of proper guidelines which can be used to obtain maximum benefits from the use of their services. Income 

of economically empowered women become slow and of little amounts due to this reason and growth of 

income is very lagging which leads to them remaining in poverty despite their SME efforts.  
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6.2 Analysis and Relationship to Alternative Development Theory  
 

Through this theory John Friedmann’s theory of Alternative Development has proven to have important 

implications in the way that SMEs impact the lives of poor, rural women in Bangladesh. This association 

was made based on how the power and livelihood of women entrepreneurs engaging in SME activities 

changed along with changes in social, political and psychological variables.  

First, the impact social power aspect of the Alternative Development theory is seen through this analysis. 

Through the assistance of NGOs indigent rural women who wished to start-up or work with small and 

medium enterprises could have more access knowledge, qualities, and skills which could help them to be 

more or less empowered. (Friedmann, 1992). 

Second, political power level that women have could be analyzed. This included demonstrations of how 

much influence women in rural area has in policy decisions made at micro-level and macro-level. This 

power indicated both individual power as well as community or group power as a result of interaction with 

SMEs. (Friedmann, 1992). 

Last, the psychological power which women has was demonstrated through the analysis of the findings. 

This demonstration put emphasis on level of self-confidence, self-efficacy and self-reliance rural women 

obtained as a result of engagement of SMEs. (Friedmann, 1992) 

It was also evident how rural women who were economically empowered could turn their increased social 

power into increased political power to better influence policy decisions on community and local levels. 

This is possible due to the social capital they obtained through increased interactions with elements in their 

social environment which in return caused changes in the structure of the Bangladeshi economy.  
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6.3 Summary of Finding Based on Analysis 
 

It is evident that women face disempowerment due to their gender on different levels of the economy, this 

can be seeming more on the micro-level, than on the macro and meso-level in rural Bangladesh due to the 

highly patriarch nature of the society. However, as time is progressing this gender inequality is decreasing 

due to more economic viability of women obtained through their associations with SMEs. This makes it 

evident that women who tend to be involved in SME activities are likely to have greater power and control 

over their micro-level factors such as decision-making rights in their household, family and personal life. 

Moreover, women are also more politically enabled on the meso-level, in their communities and 

organizations with which they are involved due to the increased knowledge and social capital which women 

have due to their participation in SMEs. This also increases their influence on policies and decisions made 

on a macro-level which impact their lives, households and livelihoods because they are given a voice to 

express their opinions through their agency position when they are empowered. This increases their social 

power as well as giving them more self-confidence, independence and power. Livelihood resources 

significantly impact the level of empowerment that a woman in rural settings can achieve because access, 

if not ownership, determines the level of economic viability which they can obtain through their SME 

works. However, this is hindered by lack of knowledge and family matters which effects the livelihood 

resources utilization capabilities. However, on a general level, rural women who have small informal 

businesses, even in micro matter, in items such as agriculture and ownership of livestock as their production 

assets can see an improvement in their standards of living in most cases. Rural women who own or work 

in SMEs gain more skilled and become part of a healthy and physically able workforce compared to those 

who don’t and this makes it easier for them to obtain partnerships and associations around them. However, 

due to lack of physical capital such as access to technology this social gain cannot always be fully utilized 

by women entrepreneurs. It is quite true that women entrepreneurs can gain access to NGOs and 

government organizations such as Bangladesh Bank to assist them in starting and managing their SMEs if 

they wish to obtain help. however, many rural women refrain from going that which harms empowerment 
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potentials which could be reached if they would take assistance from them. There is evidence to suggest 

that rural women entrepreneurs are better off now in terms of income and monthly consumptions due to the 

receipt of production assets and micro-credit to start-up SMEs, particularly from NGOs because they do 

have easier access to these than men.  However, more government policies should be in place in order to 

make the loan and asset obtaining process easier for rural women who seek assistance because complex 

processes hinder them from being economically empowered to engage in SME operations. 

Another important observation here was the connection seen between livelihood resources and 

empowerment. Overall, it was observed that those women who had more availability to livelihood resources 

did not always see an increase in their empowerment status. But those women who had more access to 

livelihood resources actually became more empowered due to their increased ability to not only avail but 

also more effectively utilize the SMEs to achieve their desired monetary outcome through adequate 

processes. It was also further observed that women who had availability and access to livelihood resources 

but not all were less successful entrepreneurs than those who could utilize all five. Family support also 

plays an important part in how the resources could be used to achieve empowerment. This means that there 

is a strong relationship between women economic empowerment and proper access to livelihood resources.   

 

7. Conclusion 

 

It is quite evident that SMEs provide a great deal of support which indigent women need in order to gain 

economic empowerment. However, the impact of small and medium sized enterprises owned by women 

are largely dependent on a number of connected social, political and environmental issues. Gender 

inequalities which exist in Bangladesh is one of the most critical issues in how SMEs impact the economic 

empowerment of indigent women because in rural areas most of the power is possessed by the male. The 

society’s male dominance also discourages women’s place in the business settings and hinders women’s 
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ability to gain access to livelihood resources and this also minimizes the impacts that the government 

policies, and NGOs have in place for the success of SMEs owned by rural women. This means that 

availability and access to livelihood resources along with family support plays an important role in the way 

that women in rural areas of Bangladesh are empowered economically. 

At the same time, it is important to remember that women empowerment can do great things for the 

economy of a country and with Bangladesh having over 50% women in their total population and rural 

areas having most of the women who take part in organization of small and medium sized enterprises, it is 

high time that indigent women and their rights to economic empowerment are put into the spotlight and 

specially cared for. Bangladesh will have a brighter future if rural women are mobilized into the business 

setting through SMEs as the burden on men will also decrease as women participation in the labor force 

increases. 

7.1 Policy Recommendations 
 

This section will identify the way in which the factors identified can be solved to block the failure of the 

impacts of SMEs in terms of developing the rural indigent women entrepreneurs condition. 

The very first thing that can help to prevent or block failure of SMEs impact for rural women are the 

development of more effective financing systems for rural women. This would definitely empower them 

more in terms of economic viability because the access to sufficient finance seems to be the most critical 

problem in the running of SMEs. NGOs can focus on providing more guidelines and give easier credit terms 

will lower interest rates and the process of obtaining loans to set up SMEs should be simplified as rural 

women are most often illiterate or lack proper education.  

Additionally, women who wish to start up or engage with SMEs should be educated properly about what it 

is and training should be mandatory to ensure that full economic empowerment of indigent rural women 

can be achieved and skilled manpower should be provided to facilitate productive execution to help enhance 

the output of women entrepreneurs.  
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NGOs can play an important role in order to reduce the gender gaps in terms of paid labor opportunities for 

rural men and women and promote equal right to education and employment in rural areas. They can also 

help male counterparts to understand why women owned SMEs can help their household flourish and 

encourage their participation in aiding their wives, sisters, relative in creating successful small and medium 

sized enterprises.  

Lastly, local community can help to increase social awareness of SMEs through the help of local 

government to encourage more women in economic participation through women economic empowerment.  

7.2. Future Research Scope 
 

This is a topic which is visible in the eyes of the Bangladeshi social community. However, not a lot is being 

done to improve the condition and therefore there is definitely a huge scope for further research in this 

topic. It will be a great addition if more researcher would obtain first-hand respondent information for better 

accuracy of the condition of women economic empowerment in Bangladesh and impact of SMEs on 

indigent women entrepreneurs.  
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