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Abstract

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 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 is widely recognized as a vital pathway to economic empowerment, particularly for women in developing countries like Nigeria. In recent years, women-led enterprises have significantly contributed to poverty reduction, improved household income, and self-sufficiency despite facing entrenched structural inequalities (Enhancing Financial Innovation and Access (EFInA 2024; Tech Herfrica, 2023). However, Nigeria’s ongoing economic instability, marked by high inflation, currency devaluation, and rising living - costs has introduced new barriers to business sustainability. Inflation raises the cost of operations, reduces consumer purchasing power, and erodes capital, making it difficult for small-scale businesses, especially those run by women, to survive (Olalekan, Matina, & Augustine, 2023). 
Despite policy efforts such as Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprises (MSME) development funds and digital training initiatives, many women still face challenges including limited access to credit, poor infrastructure, restricted markets, and persistent socio-cultural constraints. Women’s World Banking (2024) reports that only 10% of women-led microenterprises in Nigeria access formal loans, while EFInA (2024) highlights that just 22% of Nigerian women are considered economically empowered due to gaps in access to financial and digital tools. These disparities suggest that national programs often fail to address region-specific realities, particularly in subnational contexts like Ondo State. 
This study investigates the entrepreneurial challenges and enabling factors affecting women’s economic independence under inflationary pressure in Ondo State. It is guided by two research questions: What are the major entrepreneurial challenges hindering women’s economic independence in Ondo State? What enabling factors or opportunities support women entrepreneurs in navigating inflation? To test these, two null hypotheses are proposed - Ho1: The challenges hindering women entrepreneurs from achieving economic independence in Ondo State within the present inflationary economy in Nigeria are insignificant. 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. In terms of scope, this study covers Akure, Okitipupa, and Owo Local Government Areas. The research findings will inform evidence-based policies and intervention strategies for inclusive economic growth and sustainable female entrepreneurship in inflation-prone regions.
Conceptual Clarification
Entrepreneurial Challenges
The Women’s World Banking (2024) defines entrepreneurial challenges as the structural and financial barriers, such as limited access to formal credit, low financial literacy, and discriminatory lending practices, that prevent women from effectively starting or growing their businesses. Accordingly, EFInA (2024) describes entrepreneurial challenges as multidimensional constraints including inadequate infrastructure, digital exclusion, and socio-cultural norms that limit women's economic participation, particularly in underserved regions.  Equally, Olalekan, Matina, and Augustine (2023) defines entrepreneurial challenges as inflation-related economic pressures, such as rising costs of operations, reduced consumer spending, and market instability, that undermine the viability of women-owned small and medium enterprises in Nigeria. Tech Herfrica (2023) defines entrepreneurial challenges as digital and knowledge-based barriers including digital illiteracy, limited access to technology, and inadequate training, particularly affecting rural women entrepreneurs' ability to connect with wider markets and modern business platforms. In the context of this study, entrepreneurial challenges refer to the combined structural, financial, technological, and inflation-induced barriers that hinder women entrepreneurs in Ondo State from attaining economic independence. These challenges reflect both national trends and local realities, making context-specific interventions essential for supporting women’s entrepreneurial success in the state.
Entrepreneurial Opportunities / Enablers
The International Labour Organization (ILO, 2023) defines entrepreneurial opportunities and enablers as access to finance, market linkages, business development services, and supportive legal and policy frameworks that help individuals, particularly women overcome traditional barriers to entrepreneurship. The World Bank (2022) defines entrepreneurial enablers as conditions such as infrastructure investment, mobile and internet accessibility, and regulatory reforms that support the growth of small businesses and women entrepreneurs. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2021) defines entrepreneurial enablers as digital tools, educational resources, and mentoring networks that support inclusive entrepreneurial development. In the context of this study, entrepreneurial opportunities and enablers refer to the economic, institutional, and technological supports available to women entrepreneurs in Ondo State that facilitate business creation, sustainability, and economic independence amid inflationary pressures.
Economic Independence
International Labour Organization (ILO, 2022) defines economic independence as the ability of individuals, especially women, to generate income, make decisions about resource allocation, and access opportunities for decent work without economic dependence on others. UN Women (2022) describes economic independence as the capacity to participate equally in the labor market, own and control productive resources, and make financial decisions that affect one’s life and well-being. Equally, World Bank (2021) defines economic independence in terms of financial inclusion, self-employment, and access to income-generating activities that enable individuals, particularly marginalized groups, to achieve self-reliance and agency. In the context of this study therefore, economic independence refers to the ability of women entrepreneurs in Ondo State to earn sustainable income, manage their financial resources, and make autonomous economic decisions despite inflation-induced constraints, thereby attaining self-reliance and contributing to household and community development.

Theoretical framework
Empowerment theory is central to this study as it provides a conceptual lens for analyzing how women entrepreneurs can achieve economic independence through access to resources, agency, and institutional support. One of the leading proponents of this theory is Naila Kabeer (1999), who defines empowerment as the process by which individuals gain the capacity to make strategic life choices in contexts where such choices were previously denied. In a more recent elaboration, Kabeer and Huq (2020) identify three core components of empowerment: resources (as the enabling conditions), agency (the process of making purposeful choices), and achievements (the realized outcomes of those choices). These components serve as foundational elements in evaluating how women navigate structural and economic barriers in their entrepreneurial journeys. Similarly, Alsop, Bertelsen, and Holland (2006) argue that empowerment arises when individuals gain both access to assets and institutional opportunity structures that allow them to transform choices into actions and outcomes. They stress that empowerment is highly context-specific, shaped by political, economic, and cultural environments.
Even though empowerment theory has also faced critiques as Roomi and Parrott (2020) wrote that in many developing contexts, institutional barriers and socio-cultural norms continue to limit women’s entrepreneurial progression. And Alon, Doepke, Olmstead-Rumsey, and Tertilt (2021) argued that crises such as inflation and the COVID-19 pandemic have disproportionately affected women, exacerbating gender gaps in economic participation. In the context of this study, empowerment theory provides a framework to assess how challenges, such as inflation, limited access to credit, and cultural constraints, impact the agency of women entrepreneurs in Akure, Okitipupa, and Owo Local Government Areas of Ondo State. It helps evaluate whether the enabling opportunities, such as cooperative societies, digital tools, and financial inclusion initiatives, offer the necessary resources and institutional support for these women to achieve economic independence. The theory’s application is critical in analyzing the interplay between structural limitations and individual capacity within the current economic climate in Nigeria.
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 Ojarikre, Chidera, and Aiyedogbon (2023) 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. Similarly, Women’s World Banking (2024) reports that although some digital credit and MSME programs exist, many women still struggle with collateral demands, low awareness of products, and limited trust in formal finance, particularly among micro-entrepreneurs. Socio-cultural constraints remain pivotal. Women’s World Banking (2024) further highlights that cultural expectations, domestic obligations, and patriarchal norms continue to discourage women from entrepreneurial pursuits, with time poverty and household responsibility impeding full economic participation. In support of this, the EFInA (2024) report notes that while formal financial access has expanded nationally, gender gaps persist, particularly in rural areas where infrastructural challenges and digital exclusion compound the issue. Infrastructural inadequacies such as erratic electricity supply, poor road access, and high internet costs are repeatedly cited as core obstacles. Omotubora (2024) observes that in underserved areas, these deficits directly reduce productivity and limit the scalability of female-owned businesses. Further, studies reveal that market access, limited networking, and gender-based discrimination exacerbate the entrepreneurial divide. The Sustainability Quest Research Group (2024) shows that poor digital literacy, limited access to marketing platforms, and exclusion from formal networks continue to weaken the performance of women-owned small businesses. These structural challenges are often compounded by weak regulatory support, burdensome lending procedures, and lack of property rights. According to Enhancing Financial Innovation & Access (EFInA 2024), high collateral demands and discriminatory lending patterns prevent many female entrepreneurs from accessing financial support. Meanwhile, a significant proportion of women lack land or asset ownership, disqualifying them from loan schemes and government incentives.
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, digital education, gender-sensitive financing, and local empowerment initiatives is essential to enable women entrepreneurs, particularly in underserved states like Ondo 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. Ojarikre, Simpa, and Aiyedogbon (2024) emphasized the critical role of digital financial services in enhancing the performance of women entrepreneurs. Their research, conducted in Abuja Municipal Area Council, recommended expanding financial literacy and improving access to digital financial platforms to boost women’s business outcomes (Ojarikre et al., 2024). Similarly, the EFInA Women’s Economic Empowerment (WEE) Report (2024) shows that only 22% of Nigerian women are economically empowered, citing limited access to formal savings and credit products. The report finds that digital financial inclusion significantly enhances empowerment outcomes, especially among women-led micro-enterprises in underserved communities (EFInA, 2024). Olalekan, Matina, and Augustine (2023) analyzed the effect of EFInA and the Central Bank of Nigeria (CBN) inclusion programs in Southwestern Nigeria. Their findings indicate that digital savings platforms and microloans provided through fintech partnerships contributed positively to business expansion and women’s overall wellbeing (Olalekan et al., 2023). From a digital infrastructure standpoint, Tech Herfrica’s “EquipHer4Growth” initiative has trained over 4,000 rural women in digital and financial literacy, significantly boosting participants’ income and access to e-commerce platforms. This grassroots initiative demonstrates the transformative role of technology in breaking down market barriers and enabling financial agency for women in Oyo and Northern Nigeria (Tech Herfrica, 2023). Additionally, Amah et al. (2024) assessed how digital financial services empower women domestic workers in Africa. Their findings show that mobile banking tools not only improve savings behavior but also enhance negotiation power and access to emergency funds critical to sustaining micro-enterprises led by women (Amah et al., 2024). Lastly, Women’s World Banking (2024) presented global and Nigerian evidence showing that when women access tailored financial services, particularly savings, credit, and insurance, they experience measurable gains in self-efficacy, economic stability, and long-term business sustainability (Women’s World Banking, 2024). 
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 1: 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)
Table 1 shows that most of the 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 2: 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)
Table 2 reveals 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 3: 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)
Table 3 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 4: 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 4 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 5: 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 5 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 findings on research question one, which explored the challenges hindering women entrepreneurs from achieving economic independence across Akure, Okitipupa, and Owo in Ondo State, the data indicates that the primary constraints include limited access to finance, intense market competition, entrenched societal attitudes, and high operating costs. These findings mirror broader evidence in the literature. According to Women’s World Banking (2024), women in Nigeria continue to face significant financial exclusion due to stringent collateral requirements and discriminatory lending practices. This is supported by the result of this study, where 68.4% of respondents reported difficulty in accessing credit facilities from formal financial institutions. Moreover, entrenched socio-cultural norms remain a formidable barrier. The World Bank (2022) highlights that gender-based norms in sub-Saharan Africa still significantly limit women's participation in economic activities. Similarly, UN Women (2023) has emphasized how traditional gender expectations often restrict women’s mobility, time, and decision-making power, especially in rural and semi-urban communities. These realities align with the lived experiences of many respondents in this study, confirming that structural and cultural obstacles continue to inhibit women’s entrepreneurial advancement in Ondo State.
With regard to research question two, which examined the extent of opportunities and enablers available to women engaging in entrepreneurial activities, findings indicate that women entrepreneurs across the three locations are actively leveraging community-based mechanisms such as trade associations, cooperative societies, and microfinance institutions to support their ventures. While these enablers offer some benefits, respondents rated their effectiveness as moderate. This partially corroborates the observations of the International Labour Organization (ILO, 2022), which notes that while local entrepreneurial support mechanisms play a critical role in women’s business resilience, they are often underfunded and lack widespread reach. Furthermore, although government programs such as MSME grants and development funds exist, this study finds low levels of awareness and utilization among respondents. This gap reflects broader policy-to-practice disconnects. According to the World Bank (2023), many female entrepreneurs in Nigeria are unaware of, or face barriers in accessing, formal financial assistance programs due to limited outreach, complex eligibility processes, and poor integration of gender-responsive strategies.

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 6  presents actionable recommendations:
Table 6: Entrepreneurship Challenges and Actionable Recommendations and Their Implications 
	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.



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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