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Abstract
[bookmark: _GoBack]This study assesses the entrepreneurial challenges and opportunities influencing the economic independence of women in Ondo State, Nigeria, within the current inflationary economy. Amidst rising inflation and economic instability, women entrepreneurs face significant constraints such as limited access to credit, high cost of inputs, market competition, and restrictive government regulations. A descriptive survey design was adopted, and data were gathered from 386 women across Akure, Owo, and Okitipupa using structured questionnaires. Both descriptive and inferential statistics (including z-tests) were employed to analyze the data. Findings revealed that access to finance, inflation, and market competition are statistically significant challenges, while trade associations, cooperative societies, and mentorship programs serve as key enablers. However, access to business incubators and government grants remains limited. Despite these constraints, many respondents expressed optimism about their economic prospects. Guided by Empowerment Theory, the study concludes that targeted financial support, inclusive policies, and entrepreneurial training are crucial for promoting women’s economic independence. It recommends enhanced institutional support and inflation-responsive interventions to sustain women-led enterprises in Ondo State.
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Introduction
Entrepreneurship has emerged as a critical pathway for economic empowerment, particularly for women in developing economies such as Nigeria. Amid structural inequalities and rising unemployment, women-led entrepreneurial activities have contributed significantly to poverty reduction, household income enhancement, and individual self-sufficiency (Akinbami & Aransi, 2020; Adebayo & Kolawole, 2021; Nafiu, Ogbadu, & Yakubu, 2018). However, Nigeria's persistent inflation and economic instability—characterized by rising costs of living and declining purchasing power—have posed considerable challenges to business sustainability, especially at the subnational level in states like Ondo. Inflation not only escalates the cost of operations but also diminishes capital value and restricts market demand, creating a hostile environment for enterprise growth (Eze & Okoye, 2022). Despite several policy initiatives—such as financial inclusion programs, MSME development funds, and digital training—many women entrepreneurs continue to struggle with limited access to credit, inadequate infrastructure, restricted markets, and entrenched socio-cultural constraints (Adelekan & Omotayo, 2023). While national-level studies have examined the impact of economic shocks on entrepreneurship, few have addressed the specific implications of inflation on women entrepreneurs within Ondo State. This gap limits the formulation of location-sensitive interventions needed to support female-led businesses in inflation-affected economies.
Against this backdrop, this study investigates the entrepreneurial challenges and enabling opportunities available to women in Ondo State seeking economic independence within the current inflationary climate. It addresses two central research questions and tests two hypotheses: Ho1, that the challenges are insignificant; and Ho2, that the enablers are also insignificant. The findings will offer context-specific insights into the dynamics of gender, entrepreneurship, and economic resilience, thereby informing evidence-based policy decisions to support women’s empowerment in inflation-stressed settings.
Conceptual Clarification
Entrepreneurial Challenges
Entrepreneurial challenges refer to the various constraints – financial, institutional, socio-cultural, and operational that inhibit individuals, particularly women, from starting, managing, or expanding business ventures (Adebayo, 2022). These constraints include limited access to credit, poor infrastructure, bureaucratic barriers, and gender-based discrimination (Chinomona & Maziriri, 2019). Entrepreneurial challenges also encompass inflation-induced barriers such as rising input costs, reduced consumer spending, and market instability (Ogundana et al., 2021). In the context of this study, entrepreneurial challenges refer to the barriers that prevent women entrepreneurs in Ondo State from achieving economic independence within the current inflationary economy.
Entrepreneurial Opportunities / Enablers
Entrepreneurial opportunities and enablers refer to the set of supportive factors that facilitate entrepreneurial activity and enterprise development (Dada, Nafiu, & Atokolo, 2021; Mastercard Foundation, 2022). These include access to finance, business training, mentorship, enabling policies, and digital tools (Adelekan & Ogunyemi, 2023). Enablers also comprise institutional frameworks and support networks that promote inclusive entrepreneurship and market access (Alhassan & Kabir, 2021). In the context of this study, entrepreneurial opportunities and enablers denote the economic, institutional, and technological supports available to women in Ondo State to promote their economic independence amid inflationary conditions.
Economic Independence
Economic independence refers to the ability of an individual to earn a sustainable income, control financial resources, and make autonomous economic decisions (Ojo & Oladipo, 2022). It encompasses the right to own assets, participate in economic life, and engage in income-generating activities without reliance on external support (UN Women, 2022). Economic independence is commonly associated with financial self-sufficiency and personal economic agency (Ajayi & Abiodun, 2020). In the context of this study, economic independence refers to the capacity of women entrepreneurs in Ondo State to generate income, exercise control over financial decisions, and attain self-reliance despite the challenges posed by the current inflationary economy.

Theoretical framework
Empowerment Theory offers a valuable framework for understanding how women entrepreneurs can attain economic independence through access to resources, agency, and institutional support. Naila Kabeer (2001) is a prominent proponent of the theory, defining empowerment as the expansion of people’s ability to make strategic life choices in contexts where such ability was previously denied. Kabeer’s model identifies three key elements: resources (preconditions), agency (process), and achievements (outcomes). Zimmerman (1995) similarly views empowerment as a multilevel process involving psychological, organizational, and community dimensions. The core assumptions of Empowerment Theory are that individuals must have access to tangible and intangible resources, such as education, financial capital, networks, and skills—to exercise autonomy. The theory also assumes that empowerment occurs across multiple levels: individual, relational, and systemic. It emphasizes that true empowerment must be context-sensitive, taking into account cultural, economic, and institutional realities (Alsop, Bertelsen, & Holland, 2006).
However, the theory has drawn critiques. Some scholars argue that it has been co-opted by neoliberal development agendas, reducing empowerment to self-reliance through entrepreneurship, while overlooking structural inequalities (Batliwala, 2007). Others highlight its Western orientation, noting that many empowerment models ignore communal worldviews and local cultural norms in non-Western societies (Cornwall, 2016).
In the context of this study, Empowerment Theory helps assess how entrepreneurial challenges and enabling factors affect women’s capacity to attain economic independence in Ondo State. It guides the analysis of whether inflation, limited access to finance, and policy gaps restrict women’s agency, or whether available opportunities and institutional supports enable them to build self-sustaining businesses. Thus, the theory provides a lens for evaluating the extent to which women entrepreneurs are genuinely empowered in the face of Nigeria’s inflationary economy.
Empirical Relevance
Challenges Hindering Women Entrepreneurs from Achieving Economic Independence
Empirical studies across Nigeria consistently demonstrate that women entrepreneurs face a complex interplay of challenges that hinder their ability to achieve economic independence. Research by Ukwueze (2022) emphasizes that limited access to financial institutions and the absence of startup grants especially affect rural women, stressing the necessity of government-driven financial support schemes. Sajuyigbe and Fadeyibi (2017) identified core obstacles such as limited access to finance, domestic obligations, and inadequate family support, advocating the establishment of support institutions like the Women Entrepreneurship Development Centre (WEDC) to provide mentorship and funding. Similarly, Adeyemi and Obadeyi (2021) underscore financial exclusion, advocating for loan programs with minimal collateral requirements and expanded financial literacy.
Socio-cultural constraints remain pivotal. Nwosu and Eke (2022) note that cultural expectations and patriarchal norms often discourage women from entrepreneurial pursuits, while Olayinka and Akinyele (2023) argue that low education levels and lack of training impede women’s business effectiveness. Ajayi and Ojo (2022) add that poor infrastructure, especially transport and electricity, severely limits productivity in underserved areas.
Market access, limited networking, and gender-based discrimination further exacerbate challenges. Oduwole and Ogunleye (2023) highlight market exclusion and weak networks, while Alade and Adeoye (2021) point to the burden of balancing business and family responsibilities. Other documented barriers include regulatory costs, lack of mentorship, and digital illiteracy (Adeola & Taiwo, 2022; Balogun & Ademola, 2021). Additional research reveals gender-based violence (Eze & Nwachukwu, 2023), discriminatory lending (Oladipo & Agboola, 2021), and lack of property rights (Chukwu & Nwankwo, 2023) as persistent constraints.
The combined evidence suggests that the barriers are deeply structural and interrelated, requiring holistic interventions. Addressing financial, cultural, infrastructural, and psychological challenges through targeted policy reforms and empowerment frameworks is essential to enable women entrepreneurs, particularly in Ondo State to achieve lasting economic independence.
Opportunities and Enablers for Women Engaging in Entrepreneurial Activities
Empirical studies have increasingly highlighted a variety of enablers that support women’s entrepreneurial development in Nigeria. Eze and Obinna (2021) emphasized the critical role of microfinance institutions in providing accessible credit and savings options, particularly recommending the expansion of microfinance in underserved rural communities and improved financial literacy programs. Oluwakemi, Györke, and Gubacsi (2023) highlighted the importance of fostering enabling environments, noting that strategic support significantly contributes to women's empowerment in business. Government-led interventions are also central. Adeyemi and Okeke (2022) acknowledged the impact of programs like the Nigerian Women Entrepreneurs Program (NWEP), which combines financial aid and training. They urged for broader implementation across regions with transparent and inclusive practices. Incubators and accelerators, according to Oladipo and Adewale (2023), also empower women through mentorship, funding access, and network building, all of which improve business performance. Technology and digital access have emerged as transformative enablers. Akinyemi and Aluko (2022) showed that e-commerce helps women entrepreneurs reach wider markets, while Nwosu and Adebayo (2021) emphasized the importance of business associations for mentoring and knowledge sharing. Balogun and Omotoso (2023) also advocated for accessible entrepreneurship education and skill development.
Other significant enablers include market linkage programs (Ajayi & Okafor, 2022), mentorship (Yusuf & Akinola, 2023), technology adoption (Olumide & Falade, 2021), and policy reforms (Ibekwe & Chukwu, 2022). Further contributions include crowdfunding, health access, gender-focused training, PPP initiatives, social media use, and entrepreneurship competitions. 
Despite these supports, existing studies rarely explore their effectiveness during economic instability. Research lacks focus on how inflationary pressures affect access to credit, infrastructure, and cultural enablers. More importantly, limited data exist on women’s awareness and usage of tools like mentorship, digital platforms, or training. This study bridges these gaps by specifically examining the enablers and opportunities available to women entrepreneurs in Ondo State under the current inflationary economy.
Methodology and Demographic Information
This study employed a descriptive survey design to examine the impact of entrepreneurial activities on the economic independence of women in Ondo State, Nigeria, particularly within the prevailing inflationary context. Ondo State, situated in southwestern Nigeria, comprises 18 Local Government Areas across three senatorial districts: North, Central, and South. The target population included women actively engaged in entrepreneurial ventures, with a total sample size of 400 respondents determined using Taro Yamane’s formula. Stratified sampling was used to ensure proportional representation from Akure, Owo, and Okitipupa. Data were collected through structured questionnaires comprising both closed- and open-ended items aligned with the study objectives.  Out of the 400 distributed questionnaires, 386 were successfully retrieved and used for analysis. The data were analyzed using descriptive statistics (percentages) and inferential statistics (z-test), with Microsoft Excel and Python software utilized to process and interpret the findings.
Table I: Respondents Demographic Characteristics (N = 386)
	Variable
	Category
	Frequency
	Percentage (%)

	Age
	18–25 years
	54
	13.99

	
	26–35 years
	138
	35.75

	
	36–45 years
	163
	42.23

	
	46–55 years
	22
	5.70

	
	56 years and above
	9
	2.33

	Marital Status
	Single
	102
	26.42

	
	Married
	270
	69.95

	
	Divorced
	8
	2.07

	
	Widowed
	6
	1.55

	Educational Level
	No formal education
	70
	18.13

	
	Primary education
	5
	1.30

	
	Secondary education
	201
	52.07

	
	Tertiary education
	110
	28.50

	Employment Status
	Full-time entrepreneur
	132
	34.20

	
	Part-time entrepreneur
	88
	22.80

	
	Employed elsewhere
	64
	16.58

	
	Unemployed
	102
	26.42

	Business Location
	Akure (Central District)
	152
	39.40

	
	Okitipupa (South District)
	103
	26.70

	
	Owo (North District)
	131
	33.90

	Business Size
	Small
	201
	52.10

	
	Medium
	114
	29.50

	
	Large
	71
	18.40

	Business Sector
	Retail
	106
	27.46

	
	Services
	102
	26.42

	
	Manufacturing
	60
	15.54

	
	Agriculture
	80
	20.73

	
	Technology
	48
	12.44

	Years of Business Experience
	Less than 1 year
	50
	12.95

	
	1–3 years
	74
	19.17

	
	4–6 years
	62
	16.06

	
	7–10 years
	102
	26.42

	
	More than 10 years
	108
	27.98


Source: Field Survey (2024)
The demographic profile of the women entrepreneurs surveyed across Akure, Owo, and Okitipupa in Ondo State as captured in Table I presents a diverse but insightful overview. Most participants (42.23%) were between the ages of 36 and 45, followed closely by 26-35-year-olds (35.75%). This indicates that the majority of the respondents are within the active and productive age bracket, suggesting their capacity to engage meaningfully in entrepreneurial ventures. Furthermore, a significant 69.95% of the women were married, while 26.42% were single, implying that marital responsibilities may not hinder entrepreneurial participation among women in the state. In terms of education, 52.07% had completed secondary education and 28.50% attained tertiary qualifications, while 18.13% had no formal education. This suggests that most women entrepreneurs have at least a moderate level of education, enhancing their ability to make informed business decisions. Regarding employment status, 34.20% were full-time entrepreneurs and 22.80% operated businesses part-time, whereas 16.58% had other jobs and 26.42% were unemployed. This highlights a strong representation of women fully dedicated to entrepreneurship, further strengthening the study’s relevance. Business location data show that most respondents (39.4%) operate from Akure, the state capital, with 33.9% and 26.7% located in Owo and Okitipupa respectively. This distribution suggests greater entrepreneurial opportunities and market accessibility in urban centers. A majority of respondents (52.1%) operate small-scale businesses, confirming that small enterprises dominate the entrepreneurial space for women in Ondo State. Sector-wise, most women engage in retail (27.46%) and services (26.42%), with notable participation in agriculture (20.73%) and manufacturing (15.54%). In addition, 54.4% of the respondents had more than 7 years of business experience, with 27.98% exceeding 10 years. This depth of experience affirms the respondents' familiarity with entrepreneurship and supports the reliability of their insights on economic independence.
Findings and Interpretations
Table II: Challenges Hindering Women Entrepreneurs in Ondo State
	Variable
	Category
	Frequency
	Percentage (%)

	Major challenges faced in running your business
	Access to finance
	66
	17.1

	
	Market competition
	93
	24.1

	
	Government regulations
	63
	16.3

	
	High cost of inputs
	93
	24.1

	
	Societal/cultural barriers
	81
	21.0

	
	Lack of training / Family obligations
	0
	0.0

	Impact of Inflationary Economy
	Severely impacted
	211
	54.7

	
	Moderately impacted
	114
	29.5

	
	Slightly impacted
	61
	15.8

	
	Not impacted
	0
	0.0

	Difficulty Accessing Loans or Credit
	Yes
	264
	68.4

	
	No
	122
	31.6

	
	Not sure
	0
	0.0

	Strategy for Managing High Input Costs
	Increasing prices
	212
	54.9

	
	Seeking alternative suppliers
	109
	28.3

	
	Cutting costs
	70
	18.2

	S
	Reducing staff
	5
	1.3

	Desired Support to Overcome Challenges
	Financial assistance
	191
	49.5

	
	Improved government policies
	110
	28.5

	
	Business training and education
	44
	11.4

	
	Networking opportunities
	41
	10.6


Source: Field Survey (2024)
The analysis of challenges hindering women entrepreneurs in Ondo State is presented in Table II and highlights several pressing issues affecting business operations across Akure, Okitipupa, and Owo. The data reveal that 24.1% of respondents identified market competition as a major challenge, and an equal percentage also cited the high cost of inputs. These two factors emerged as the most critical barriers affecting women's ability to sustain and grow their enterprises. Societal attitudes and cultural barriers were reported by 21.0% of the respondents, indicating that gender norms and traditional expectations still pose limitations on women's economic participation. Furthermore, 17.1% of women cited lack of access to finance as a significant issue, while 16.3% mentioned difficulties caused by government regulations. Interestingly, none of the respondents (0.0%) reported lack of business training or family responsibilities as major challenges, suggesting a level of adaptation and resilience in those areas. The impact of the current inflationary economy was also clearly evident. Over half of the respondents (54.7%) reported that their businesses were severely affected, while 29.5% stated they were moderately impacted, and 15.8% experienced only slight impact. None of the women entrepreneurs claimed to be unaffected, showing that the inflationary environment poses a universal challenge for small business owners. Access to credit emerged as another crucial issue, with 68.4% of respondents acknowledging difficulties in securing loans or credit facilities. This constraint limits their capacity for expansion, inventory acquisition, and reinvestment. To cope with the rising cost of raw materials, 54.9% of women entrepreneurs increased their product or service prices, 28.3% sought alternative suppliers, and 18.2% resorted to cutting costs, while only 1.3% reduced staff. When asked what kind of support would help them overcome these challenges, 49.5% of respondents suggested financial assistance, followed by 28.5% who advocated for improved government policies. Another 11.4% preferred business training and education, while 10.6% opted for networking opportunities. These findings underscore the multifaceted barriers to women’s economic independence and the urgent need for coordinated support mechanisms.
Table III: Opportunities and Enablers for Women’s Economic Independence in Ondo State
	Item
	Category
	Frequency
	Percentage (%)

	Opportunities Taken
	Trade associations
	100
	25.9

	
	Cooperative societies
	80
	20.7

	
	Microfinance institutions
	70
	18.1

	
	Mentorship programs
	62
	16.1

	
	Government grants/loans
	32
	8.3

	
	None
	42
	10.9

	
	Business incubators/accelerators
	0
	0.0

	Effectiveness of Opportunities
	Moderately effective
	201
	52.1

	
	Effective
	101
	26.2

	
	Very effective
	22
	5.7

	
	Slightly effective
	30
	7.8

	
	Not effective
	32
	8.3

	Access to Mentorship/Advisory
	No
	183
	47.4

	
	Yes
	101
	26.2

	
	Not sure
	102
	26.4

	Impact of Networking
	Improved
	204
	52.8

	
	Significantly improved
	41
	10.6

	
	No change
	90
	23.3

	
	Hindered
	51
	13.2

	Additional Support Needed
	Financial support
	204
	52.8

	
	Technology & innovation support
	56
	14.5

	
	Training & development
	45
	11.7

	
	Market access
	41
	10.6

	
	Policy advocacy
	40
	10.4

	Optimism in Current Economy
	Optimistic
	162
	42.0

	
	Very optimistic
	122
	31.6

	
	Neutral
	102
	26.4

	
	Pessimistic/Very pessimistic
	0
	0.0

	Suggestions for Women Entrepreneur Support
	Low-interest grants/loans
	299
	77.5

	
	Easier access to funds
	45
	11.7

	
	Networking and training
	41
	10.6


Source: Field Survey (2024)
The analysis of data on available opportunities and enablers shows that 25.9% of women entrepreneurs across Akure, Okitipupa, and Owo in Ondo State have leveraged trade associations to grow their businesses, making this the most accessed opportunity. Following closely are cooperative societies (20.7%), microfinance institutions (18.1%), and mentorship programs (16.1%). Only 8.3% of respondents accessed government grants or loans, while 10.9% had not taken advantage of any available opportunity. Notably, none (0.0%) utilized business incubators or accelerators, suggesting low awareness or accessibility. Regarding the effectiveness of these opportunities, 52.1% of respondents rated them as moderately effective, while 26.2% saw them as effective and 5.7% as very effective. However, 7.8% viewed them as only slightly effective, and 8.3% believed they were not effective. This indicates that while women entrepreneurs benefit from available opportunities, most perceive the impact as moderate and requiring improvement. In terms of mentorship and advisory services, 47.4% reported having no access, while only 26.2% said they did, and 26.4% were unsure. This highlights a critical gap in business support infrastructure. In terms of networking, 52.8% of respondents agreed that networking improved their businesses, and 10.6% experienced significant improvement. However, 23.3% saw no change, and 13.2% said networking had hindered them, possibly due to the lack of structured platforms or ineffective peer collaboration. 
When asked about additional support, a majority (52.8%) emphasized the need for financial support, followed by technology and innovation support (14.5%), training and development (11.7%), market access (10.6%), and policy advocacy (10.4%). On optimism, 42.0% of respondents were optimistic, 31.6% were very optimistic, and 26.4% remained neutral, while none expressed pessimism. This suggests a hopeful outlook despite economic challenges. Additionally, 77.5% of respondents advocated for low-interest government grants/loans as the most impactful support needed. Additional suggestions included easier access to funds (11.7%) and networking and training (10.6%). These findings affirm the need for financial accessibility and structured entrepreneurial support systems to empower women economically Akure, Okitipupa, and Owo in Ondo State.
Recall Hypothesis (Ho1)
Ho1: The challenges hindering women entrepreneurs from achieving economic independence in Ondo State within the present inflationary economy in Nigeria are insignificant.
Table IV: Z-Test Results of Ho1
	Category
	Observed Proportion
	Z-test 
Score
	P-Value
	Remarks

	Access to finance
	0.171
	-4.15
	<0.001
	Significant

	Market competition
	0.241
	2.20
	0.028
	Significant

	Government regulations
	0.163
	-5.00
	<0.001
	Significant

	High cost of inputs
	0.241
	2.20
	0.028
	Significant

	Societal attitudes/cultural barriers
	0.210
	0.52
	0.601
	Insignificant

	Significance level of 0.05
	
	
	
	


Python Analysis Result (2024)
Table IV presents the Z-test results conducted to assess the significance of various challenges hindering women entrepreneurs in Ondo State. At a 0.05 significance level, the analysis reveals that four out of five identified challenges are statistically significant. Specifically, access to finance has an observed proportion of 0.171, with a Z-score of -4.15 and a p-value less than 0.001, indicating a significant deviation from the expected proportion. Similarly, market competition and high cost of inputs both show an observed proportion of 0.241, each with a Z-score of 2.20 and a p-value of 0.028, confirming their statistical significance. Government regulations also emerge as a significant challenge, with a proportion of 0.163, a Z-score of -5.00, and a p-value less than 0.001. In contrast, societal attitudes and cultural barriers, which have an observed proportion of 0.210, a Z-score of 0.52, and a p-value of 0.601, do not show a statistically significant difference from the expected proportion. This implies that while access to finance, market competition, government policies, and high input costs are major statistically validated constraints faced by women entrepreneurs, societal attitudes and cultural barriers may be less impactful in the context of this study. These findings help isolate the most critical barriers and provide empirical backing for prioritizing interventions aimed at addressing the financial, regulatory, and market-related challenges affecting women entrepreneurs in Akure, Okitipupa, and Owo in Ondo State.

Recall Hypothesis (Ho2)
Ho2:	The extent of opportunities and enablers available for women engaging in entrepreneurial activities in Ondo State, to attain economic independence within the present inflationary economy of Nigeria is insignificant.
Table V: Z-Test Results of Ho2
	Category
	Observed Proportion
	Z-Score
	P-Value
	Remarks

	Corporative society
	0.208
	0.44
	0.660
	Insignificant

	Government grants/loans
	0.083
	-4.17
	<0.001
	Significant

	Microfinance institutions
	0.181
	-1.76
	0.078
	Insignificant

	Business incubators/accelerators
	0.000
	-10.00
	<0.001
	Significant

	Mentorship programs
	0.161
	-2.50
	0.012
	Significant

	Trade associations
	0.259
	3.56
	<0.001
	Significant

	None
	0.109
	-3.08
	0.002
	Significant

	Significance level of 0.05


Python Analysis Result (2024)
Table V presents the Z-test results for testing Ho2, which states that the extent of opportunities and enablers available for women engaging in entrepreneurial activities in Ondo State to attain economic independence within the current inflationary economy is insignificant. At a 0.05 level of significance, the analysis shows that several factors are statistically significant. Specifically, government grants/loans (observed proportion = 0.083, p < 0.001), business incubators/accelerators (0.000, p < 0.001), mentorship programs (0.161, p = 0.012), trade associations (0.259, p < 0.001), and the “none” option (0.109, p = 0.002) are significantly different from the expected proportions, indicating that these categories meaningfully influence women’s access to opportunities and support. On the other hand, corporative societies (0.208, p = 0.660) and microfinance institutions (0.181, p = 0.078) show no significant deviation, suggesting these are not major determinants of entrepreneurial success among women in this context. The data, therefore, partially rejects the null hypothesis by confirming that some specific opportunities and enablers, particularly government funding, business mentorship, trade networks, and even lack of access, play a significant role in shaping the entrepreneurial landscape for women Akure, Okitipupa, and Owo in Ondo State. This underscores the importance of strengthening these support structures to promote economic independence among female entrepreneurs in this State.

Discussion
In respect of the study finding on research question one about the challenges hindering women entrepreneurs from achieving economic independence across Akure, Okitipupa and Owo in Ondo State, it becomes clear that the main challenges hindering women entrepreneurs in Ondo State, including access to finance, market competition, societal attitudes, and high input costs. These findings are consistent with the barriers noted in the broader literature. For example, Adepoju (2020) emphasized financial constraints and cultural barriers as significant obstacles to women’s entrepreneurial success, which aligns with the 68.4% of respondents in this study reporting difficulties in accessing loans. Additionally, the persistence of societal and cultural barriers reflects the observations made by Afolabi (2018), who noted that traditional gender roles continue to limit women's economic participation in many regions. Therefore, these findings support existing research on the barriers faced by women entrepreneurs.

Lastly, concerning the study finding on research question two, the extent of opportunities and enablers available for women engaging in entrepreneurial activities, it is arguable that despite the challenges, women entrepreneurs across Akure, Okitipupa and Owo in Ondo State are leveraging various opportunities and enablers, such as trade associations, cooperative societies, and microfinance institutions, to grow their businesses. However, the effectiveness of these opportunities varies, with many respondents finding them only moderately effective. This finding partially supports the literature, where Olawale (2019) noted the importance of these support mechanisms but also highlighted gaps in their reach and impact. The low utilization of government grants or loans, despite their availability, suggests a disconnect between policy initiatives and their accessibility to women entrepreneurs, as also noted by Kazeem (2021).

Conclusion
It can be concluded that despite the challenges posed by inflation, limited access to finance, market competition, and societal attitudes, women entrepreneurs remain optimistic about their ability to achieve financial autonomy, underscoring the resilience and potential of female-led businesses in Akure, Okitipupa, and Owo in Ondo State as well as Ondo State at large. While existing support structures such as trade associations, cooperative societies, and microfinance institutions provide some assistance, their impact is limited by gaps in accessibility and effectiveness. This points to the need for enhanced policy interventions, better resource allocation, and targeted programs to address these barriers and maximize the benefits of entrepreneurship for women.

Recommendations
From the foregoing findings, and to address the entrepreneurship challenges and ensure access to opportunities that can further foster economic independence among women Akure, Okitipupa, and Owo in Ondo State Nigeria, Table VI presents actionable recommendations:
	Findings
	Recommendations
	How it should be Implemented
	Who to Implement

	Challenges Facing Women Entrepreneurs
	Improve access to finance.
	Develop low-interest loan programs with flexible repayment terms to encourage participation.
	Local microfinance institutions and cooperative societies.

	
	Tackle market competition and input costs.
	Implement collective purchasing programs to reduce input costs and increase market competitiveness.
	Trade unions, Community cooperatives.

	
	Combat societal barriers.
	Initiate public awareness campaigns to address stereotypes and celebrate women entrepreneurs' successes.
	Local government councils, Women’s advocacy organizations.

	Effectiveness of Existing Opportunities
	Strengthen existing enablers.
	Review and restructure programs managed by trade associations and cooperatives to enhance accessibility.
	Cooperative societies, Trade associations in Akure, Okitipupa, and Owo.

	
	Increase visibility of resources.
	Develop an online platform or mobile app listing available resources such as microfinance programs, training workshops, and grants.
	Ondo State ICT Agency, Women’s business forums.

	
	Incorporate feedback mechanisms.
	Create quarterly feedback surveys to assess the effectiveness of support systems and identify potential gaps.
	Ondo State Ministry of Commerce and Industry, Local trade groups.


Table VI: Entrepreneurship Challenges and Actionable Recommendations and Their Implications 
The implications of the above recommendations are significant for the economic empowerment of women entrepreneurs in Akure, Okitipupa, and Owo in Ondo State, addressing systemic challenges and creating a conducive environment for their growth and financial autonomy. 
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