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ABSTRACT	
The current global labour force participation rate for women stands at 47% while that of men stands at 72%. From the women participating in the labour force, the majority are in the informal sector. In most parts of the world, women job seekers find it harder to find a job than men, which leads to lower employment rates among women. This study employs a mixed method to evaluate the support received by women entrepreneurs in the informal sector at Musakanaya market in Mpika district and its impact on their businesses. The total sample of the study was 81, from which 60 women entrepreneurs were sampled using systematic random sampling and administered a structured questionnaire, while 2 focus group discussions were conducted with another 15 women entrepreneurs who were purposively selected. Preliminary analysis of quantitative data began with the creation of a database for capturing data in IBM Statistical Package for Social Sciences (IBMSPSS). Thereafter, post-coding of open-ended questions on the questionnaire and cleaning entries were done. Results show that women entrepreneurs receive support from friends, family, spouses, savings groups, and self-funding. Support ranges from financial and hands-on help in running their businesses. The majority of the women indicated that their businesses have not been positively affected. In the study, only a few women indicated positive results in terms of realising profits, increasing business size, decision making, business savings and helping in sustaining their business activities. This stood in contrast with findings from key informants that provide support who claimed that their organisations were very instrumental to women entrepreneurs in providing them with loans, skills, and business training. Women mostly relied on informal institutions due to limited support from formal sources. The study recommends that support to women entrepreneurs in the informal sector needs to be accessible and better planned to enhance business growth and sustainability among women entrepreneurs. It needs to be given to the women while taking into account the specific characteristics of the women’s business and the women entrepreneurs as well. 

Key Words: support, women entrepreneurs, business, informal sector, Mpika’s Musakanya market, sustainability.



1. INTRODUCTION  
Women entrepreneurship is viewed by many scholars as an emerging phenomenon of the 21st century, as women not only work vigorously in order to have a well-being, but they also maintain their families. Due to its contribution to the economy and society, recent studies have focused on investigating its motivational factors, as well as achievements (Ahmetaj et al., 2023).  The contribution of women in the informal sector has raised a lot of discussions globally, and this is due to a number of reasons, which include their vulnerability and exclusion from most employment opportunities and business participation. The current global labour force participation rate for women stands at  47% while that of men stands at 72% (Smith & Sinkford, 2022). From the women participating in the labour force, the majority are in the informal sector. Women are less likely to work in formal employment and have fewer opportunities for business expansion or career progression (Mojakisane et al., 2023). When women do work, they earn less. This raises a lot of questions as to how informal sector activities enhance their incomes and livelihoods. 
[bookmark: _Hlk128909309]In most parts of the world, women job seekers find it harder to find a job than men, which leads to lower employment rates among women (ILO, 2017; Barkhuizen et al., 2022). The Zambia Statistics Agency reports that the unemployment rate for women in Zambia stood at 16.4 per cent in 2020, indicating an increase from 13.2 per cent in 2019 (Zambia Statistics Agency, 2021). Similarly, low employment rates among women are compounded by lower levels of education and skills, traditional gender roles, gender-biased laws and discrimination and others which restrict women’s opportunity to work in the formal sectors (Laily et al., 2024). In response to challenges in accessing formal employment opportunities, most women turn to the informal sector, resulting in predominantly higher informal labour force participation among women (Tinuke, 2012). 
The 2020 Labour Force Survey defines the informal sector as encompassing production units that are not registered with any tax or licensing authority (Zambia Statistics Agency, 2021). This sector in Zambia typically comprises enterprises that do not fully comply with laws and regulations, and are not registered with agencies such as the National Pension Scheme Authority (NAPSA) or the Zambia Revenue Authority (ZRA) (Shah, 2012; Mwango et al, 2019). Within the informal sector, the enterprises tend to be small and rely mainly on family (non-paid) labour with relatively easy effort required to set up the businesses. This is because setting up the enterprises requires low levels of investment, skills, registration and technology. 
[bookmark: _Hlk129258304]The informal sector in Zambia assimilates the majority of the employed, with statistics showing that in 2020 the informal sector employed an estimated 63.5 per cent, while formal employment was at 36.5 per cent (Zambia Statistics Agency, 2021). From those employed in the informal sector, the Zambia Statistics Agency further highlights that in 2020, 39.8 per cent were women. Women tend to be clustered in the informal sector because it provides working closer to home and greater flexibility in as far of the prerequisite requirements for entry. World Bank (2018) supports that this is convenient for the women because it gives them the ability to tackle both productive economic participation and attending to their perceived gender roles.  
[bookmark: _Hlk129258007][bookmark: _Hlk129270961]Taking into account the above scenario, women are clustered in a sector that offers lower wages, no entitlements, and no social security. It is from this background that policymakers and development stakeholders in Zambia have turned their attention to women’s potential to contribute to economic growth through entrepreneurship. In recent years, this has seen support programs for women entrepreneurs gaining traction and prominence to expand employment and income-earning opportunities as well as to reduce poverty in both developed and developing countries (Vossenberg, 2013). With the right support and encouragement, there is no reason to suggest women entrepreneurs could not move into more promising sectors, establishing more productive, value-adding enterprises in labour-intensive sectors, such as manufacturing and processing. This could reduce the perception that women entrepreneurs create fewer jobs than their male peers (Quak et al., 2022). Despite their participation in informal entrepreneurship, ILO (2018) reports that in Zambia, women entrepreneurs face a number of problems, including a lack of supportive policies for their entrepreneurship development, inadequate access to financial, social, human capital and cultural norms. The problems faced by the women entrepreneurs tend to stifle their business growth.  In the quest to mitigate the challenges faced by women entrepreneurs in Zambia, skills and business development training, business startup capital or income-generating activities through the revolving fund system, networking, market identification and linkages, mentoring in entrepreneurship, provision of business development services and community self-help entrepreneurship support groups are some of the different ways that have been used (Lubinda et al., 2019).
[bookmark: _Hlk129257710]Panda (2014) argues that with appropriate support strategies for women’s entrepreneurship, women can positively impact overall household welfare and consumption, create meaningful networks for increased entrepreneurial opportunities, provide economic security for women and provide them a platform for self-expression and fulfilment. Also, Wieland et al. (2019) have argued that appropriate support to women entrepreneurs can help ease the challenges of difficulty in obtaining human, social, and financial resources, business stagnation, fear of failure, self-assessment of the gender gap, and unfavourable social perceptions. However, despite the efforts to support informal women entrepreneurs, their businesses still remain small or stagnate without meaningful business growth and success (FAO, 2018). This paper, nevertheless, reviewed the extent to which the kind of support that informal women entrepreneurs in Zambia receive and how such support enhances their businesses. 
2. [bookmark: _Hlk132442705]METHODOLOGY
The study was conducted at Musakanya market located in the Mpika district, Zambia. Mpika is the provincial capital of Muchinga province of Zambia, with Musakanya market being the largest and one of the busiest informal trading markets in the district. Over the last decade, the population of traders at Musakanya market has significantly increased, and the market has expanded to accommodate the increasing population of traders who are predominantly women. In order to investigate how the support women entrepreneurs in the informal sector receive affects their businesses, the study employed a mixed-method approach of data collection using both quantitative and qualitative research methods. The approach involved collecting, analysing and integrating data from semi-structured questionnaires, semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions. The quantitative approach provided a measure of how the support that the women entrepreneurs in the informal sector have received has affected their business, while the qualitative methods unveiled deeper insights into the ways that the support has affected their businesses. 
Women entrepreneurs in the informal sector aged between 19 and 65 years were considered for this study. The total sample of the study was 81, from which 60 women entrepreneurs were sampled using systematic random sampling and administered a structured questionnaire, while 2 focus group discussions were conducted with another 15 women entrepreneurs who were purposively selected. The first FGD comprised 8 women in the age range 19-35, while the other was with 7 women in the age group of 36 and 65.  In addition to the survey and FGDs, in-depth interviews were also conducted with 6 key informants from the Ministry of Small and Medium Enterprises, Vision Fund, CAMFED, Mpika district council, Musakanya market trader’s representative and Citizen Economic Empowerment Commission (CEEC). 
[bookmark: _Hlk130194790]To analyse the quantitative data, descriptive analysis was utilised. Preliminary analysis of quantitative data began with the creation of a database for capturing data in IBM Statistical Package for Social Sciences (IBMSPSS). Thereafter, post-coding of open-ended questions on the questionnaire and cleaning entries were done. Frequency distribution tables and cross-tabulations were done, and results were presented in the form of tables, graphs and pie charts.  On the other hand, the qualitative data was analysed thematically, which involved systematic identification, organising, and offering insight into patterns of meaning (themes) across a dataset. This method of qualitative data analysis was particularly helpful for this study in that it is a flexible method that allowed the researcher to focus on the data in numerous different ways. Reporting of the qualitative data was done, which included the interpretation of the different aspects of the analysed data in the form of verbatim narrations without distortion of the responses from the study participants.  

3. [bookmark: _Hlk132454308] THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
The study was theoretically informed by the Resource-Based View Theory of Entrepreneurship. The theory was introduced through the writing of Penrose (1959), in which he theorised on how a firm’s resources influence its growth, with a suggestion that growth is constrained when resources are inadequate. The underpinning assumption of this theory is based on the importance of resources and their implications for the firm’s performance, thereby arguing that access to resources by business owners is an important predictor of opportunity-based entrepreneurship and new venture growth (Alvarez and Busenitz, 2001). These resources can take the tangible form, such as capital, access to capital and location (among others) or intangible form, such as knowledge, skills and reputation, entrepreneurial orientation (Runyan et al., 2006). The argument is that when a business possesses these resources, it can be able to be better positioned for success and growth. Similarly, the superior performance of a firm is a result of the acquisition and exploitation of unique resources available to a business. 
In order to provide more insight into the resources, scholars like Simpeh (2011) have further divided the resources as comprising of three strands: financial capital, social capital and human capital. In relation to financial capital, Clausen (2006) argues that when individuals have access to financial capital, new enterprises are formed and old ones grow. By implication, this theory suggests that entrepreneurs with financial capital are more able to acquire resources to effectively exploit entrepreneurial opportunities and set up a firm to do so. The theory also argues that human resource capital, on the other hand, comes from knowledge gained from education, training and experience, and it has the potential to sustain and grow a business. The presence of human capital in a business increases its ability to identify an opportunity and exploit it to the advantage of the business. At the same time, the firm is also able to evaluate the potential resources which provide more benefit to the firm and enable success in the business (Kozlenkova et al., 2014). When it comes to social capital, Yetim (2008) has defined social capital as relating to the network of establishing family, relatives, peers, and community, which can create strong relationships to propel female entrepreneurs to survival and ultimately success. Through these relationships, the women have been able to access support that is needed for their businesses and use the support to start and or grow a business (Shane and Eckchardt, 200, Siamabele, 2020).
Corresponding to this theory, the success and growth of women-owned enterprises in the informal sector lie in access to resources. Through access to financial resources, women entrepreneurs can be able to procure what is needed for their businesses, which can ensure the successful running of the enterprise. However, in most instances, women entrepreneurs in the informal sector are sidelined and face challenges in accessing the needed resources and as a result, require support from the government and other stakeholders. Through the support to their business, women can access the required financial resources through business loans, cash or grants that allow them to purchase various requirements for their business and grow their businesses. 
Equally important to the success of women entrepreneurs in the informal sector is the social capital, which involves connections with other people that they know within their social settings and communities. Connections through the various networks put the women in a better position to access resources required for their businesses. The social resources among women entrepreneurs can also be a source of market identification and idea sharing among women entrepreneurs. Through the social connections, sometimes the women can also get a hand on help to run their business. Putting into perspective the gender roles that women also tend to have in their homes and communities, it is essential that women entrepreneurs in the informal sector, through the social ties access to instrumental support to run their businesses. Usman et al. (2021) define instrumental support as a type of social support that is practical and direct and given to others in order to help the person overcome their difficulties. The nature of the different roles that the women undertake means that they may not always be available to trade at their stands and may need the help of someone from their social circles to step in and provide support (Siamabele and Phiri, 2021).
Moreover, another form of resource is the human capital, which, among other things, relates to experience, education, business know how and skills. Women entrepreneurs in the informal sector require access to human resources in the form of skills training, mentorship, as well as business training, and this can be crucial in increasing women's capability to identify and exploit opportunities that are beneficial for their business sustenance, success and growth. Also, the women can be better equipped to make sound and informed business decisions that can have positive effects on their businesses.

4. RESULTS 
4.1. Socio-Demographic Profile of the Respondents
[bookmark: _Hlk128400120]In this section, descriptive statistics of the women entrepreneurs who responded to the quantitative survey are given. A total sample of 60 women participated in the survey and were administered questionnaires. 
Table 1: Socio-demographic profile of the respondents
                                                                          Frequency                                                          Percentage
Age
19-29                                                                      11                                                                         18
30-39                                                                      13                                                                         22
40-49                                                                      13                                                                         22
50-59                                                                      21                                                                         35
60-65                                                                        2                                                                           3 
Total                                                                       60                                                                        100
Education attainment                                          
No formal education                                                  5				                             8
Primary 					         21					             35
Junior Secondary 			         12					             20
Senior Secondary 			         21					             35
Tertiary					           1					               2
Total                                                                         60                                                                      100
Marital Status
Single 	                                              	           10                			             17
Married 					           27				             45
Widowed 				           12				             20
Separated 				             2				               3
Divorced				             9				             15
Total                                                                          60                                                                     100
Type of business activities
Perishables                                                                 33			    	             55
Clothes and footwear			          11					             19
Restaurant				           7					             12
Hair saloon				           3						5
Tailoring				           2						3
Kitchen utensils				           2						3
Groceries				           2						3
Total      				           60                                                                    100
Years in business 
[bookmark: _Hlk127952433]More than 10 years			           25				              42
5 to10 years 				             6					10
1 to 5 years				           23					38
Less than 1 year				             6					10
Total                                                                          60                                                                      100
Business training 
Attended business training			             4				                7
No business training			           56					93
Total                                                                          60                                                                      100
	
The above table shows that the majority sampled population ranged between the ages of 50-59, with a primary level as the highest attained education. In addition, the majority (45%) of the informal women traders at the market are married and have been trading at the market for more than 10 years. Insofar as the type of businesses that the women entrepreneurs are into, the majority of the women (55%) are trading in perishable goods such as vegetables, fruits, fresh and dry meats, fish and legumes.
4.2 Nature of Support to Informal Women Entrepreneurs 
[bookmark: _Hlk128480541]In this section, descriptive statistics are given showing the nature of support women entrepreneurs in the informal sector receive. In addition to the descriptive statistics from the survey, excerpts from the focus group discussions and interviews with the key informants are also shown.
Type of Support
The research indicated the different support systems that exist for women in the informal sector. This was to help in understanding whether the types of support systems that women received play a key role in the success and failure of the different entrepreneurial businesses that they are doing.

Figure 1: Types of support system Source
The findings revealed that 80% of the women entrepreneurs at Musakanaya market access informal support, while the remaining 20% access support through formal channels. This also shows that most of the women in this area run their business using the capital from the informal sector. Interviews also revealed that there are very few formal institutions that offer capital for businesses. Even the few that exist, women and other community members are scared of registering their businesses because of the high interest rates, and in their arguments, some of them indicated that the process of registering also pushes them away, as it takes a lot of time and delays investments. As such, women prefer the informal capital sources as they are quick, even though not very reliable.
Kind of Support
In order to understand the effectiveness of the different types of support, the researchers sought to investigate the actual kind of support that women access from the different support systems. The figure below shows the details. 









Figure 2. The kind of support that women access from the different support systems in per cent and frequency

The above survey findings are in agreement with what came out from the qualitative side among the women entrepreneurs that participated in the focus group discussions and the key informant interviews on the kind of support that is received by women entrepreneurs in the informal sector as shown by the excerpts below:
[bookmark: _Hlk126144501]“I had to sell my sofas in order to keep my business open after I suffered losses during the time the COVID-19 pandemic was at its peak”, FGD 1 participant (44-year-old grocery seller). 
“I got a loan from Vision Fund back in 2017, which was supposed to help me revamp my business. It was a loan of k3000 and I was to repay it over a period of one year. I used the loan to buy some merchandise for my business and also to expand on the products that I was selling,” FGD 1participant (47-year-old legumes and spice seller).
“In order to support my business, I do a chilimba with a few women entrepreneurs from the market. We are 6 in the group, and so daily we contribute k20 and give one of the members a k100. So, from my chilimba, I get a total of k100 weekly, and this helps me significantly for my business” FGD 1 Participant (52-year-old groceries seller).
“In addition to the small grants, women can also apply for a loan. These loans are interest-free, and they can range anywhere from k1,000 to k20,000. After they are given the loan, they are given at least 3 months' grace period in which they are not expected to begin paying back. Thereafter, they are expected to begin paying back the loan. They are to pay back within a timeframe of one (1) year. This money is a revolving fund and after one has paid back their loan the money is then given to another woman. In addition, from time to time the organization also offers skills training in tailoring, carpentry, and electrical to the women if there is funding in the organization” (CAMFED official).
“The commission has loans specifically targeting marketeers called marketeer booster loans which provides marketeers with working capital ranging between K500 and K5000 with a repayment period is 6 months. The marketeer’s booster loans are interest free” (CEEC official).  
“There has been some empowerment that has been going round. In the past government the council would hear of marketeer’s empowerment fund and it was not been administered through channels that have involved the district council but through party structures. They would tell the marketers that the money is supposed to be a revolving fund that is to benefit many marketers. So as a result, there is no record showing the amount of support, the beneficiaries of the support and no proper documentation in place. In addition, there has also been renovations on the market. CDF funding has been used to renovate and construct a shed and a slab that has been built there at the market” (Mpika district council official).

Frequency of support

Figure 3. Frequency of support
 
Similar results also came out during the FGDs and the key informant interviews, as shown by the direct quotations below. 
“I receive the support from the chilimba a lot. Every week, I receive an amount of K400 from the Chilimba group contribution” FGD 1 participant (41-year-old grocery seller).
“Keeping a business like the one I do afloat isn’t easy. I constantly run into situations where I need financial assistance to purchase goods. That’s why I have to borrow money from my friends often,” FGD 2 participant (28-year-old kitchen utensils seller). 
“In the past, there have been women empowerment funds that have been received by some women entrepreneurs in the market. But they are rarely received, they usually only come during the campaign period,” FGD 1 participant (58-year-old fruit and vegetable seller).
“The support that comes to the market is not frequent. In the past, it has been given mostly during the election campaign period, and after the period passes, the support is not received” (Mpika district council official). 

[bookmark: _Hlk127797128]4.3 How support for women entrepreneurs in the informal sector enhances their business
In this section, descriptive statistics are given showing the nature of support that the informal women entrepreneurs receive. The statistics are based on the questionnaire that was administered to the 60 sampled respondents. In addition to the descriptive statistics from the survey, quotations from the focus group discussions and interviews with the key informants are also shown.
Significance of Support

Figure 4. Significance of Support
The survey findings shown above are in agreement with what came from the qualitative side among the women entrepreneurs during the discussions on the significance of the support they receive.
“The loan that I got for my business did not do anything at all for my business. It was as though I did not even get a loan at all. I was under a lot of pressure to make repayments, and the repayment period to pay back was quite short. My business did not benefit from the loan,” FGD 1 participant (44-year-old second-hand clothes seller).
“Several years ago, my business suffered a great loss after the fish I was selling went stale due to an extended electrical outage. As a result, I lost almost all my capital. The financial help I got from my husband is what made the biggest difference because I was able to buy more goods and continue operating my business” FGD 2 participant (33-year-old restaurant owner). 


Influence on Income

Figure 5. Influence on Income
When it comes to the influence that the support has on the women’s income, the findings revealed that the majority (30%) of the women agree that the support that they have received has positively influenced their income. Additionally, 8.3% of the women strongly agree that the support that they have received has positively influenced their income, while 15% neither agree nor disagree. On the other hand, 28.3% disagree that the support that they have received for their business has positively influenced their income, and a further 18.3% strongly disagree.
The survey findings shown above are in agreement with what came from the qualitative side among the women entrepreneurs during the discussions on the influence of support on women's income. 
“Since I joined the Chilimba group with other women to support my business, I have seen an increase in my income.”
“Despite the small business loan that I got, I have not seen any positive effect on my income. My income is still the same.”



Influence on livelihood

Figure 6. Influence on livelihood
When it comes to the influence that the support has on the women’s livelihood, the findings revealed that the majority (43.3%) of the women disagree that the support that they have received has positively influenced their livelihood. Additionally, 15% of the women strongly agree that the support that they have received has positively influenced their livelihood, while 18.3% neither agree nor disagree. On the other hand, 18.3% agree that the support that they have received for their business has positively influenced their livelihood, and a further 5% strongly agree.   
The survey findings shown above are in agreement with what came from the qualitative side among the women entrepreneurs during the discussions on the influence of support on women's livelihood. 
“Even though I receive support for my business through the chilimba group that I am a part of, my livelihood has not changed for the better as a result”, FGD 1 Participant (52-year-old grocery seller).
The business loan that I got from CAMFED was able to revamp my business, and I can say there has since been an improvement in the way that I live. I am better able to afford things today”. 


Ways in which women’s businesses have been enhanced by support
[bookmark: _Hlk128908465]
Figure 7. Ways in which women’s businesses have been enhanced by support
[bookmark: _Hlk132475981]The above survey findings are in agreement with what came out from the qualitative side among the women entrepreneurs who participated in the focus group discussions on how the support they have received has affected their business:
“The money that I get from chilimba has been very helpful and has increased my profit margins a little more because now I am able to get more goods for my business and at wholesale price. If I go to order goods with less money, I am only able to get the goods that I sell in small quantities, and the wholesale price on that isn’t even that heap. But if I have more money, I order more goods at wholesale price, and because I am ordering more things, the price is even significantly less” FGD 2 participant (32-year-old).
“My friends and I order our merchandise from the same source at the same time. We put money together so that we can be able to buy in bulk and at a cheaper price. In addition, we even use the same transport to bring the goods to the market. This has been very helpful and has significantly reduced the cost of doing business and increased the profit margins,” FGD 2 participant (25-year-old).
“I got a loan in 2020, unfortunately, I did not manage to repay in good time, and the officers came around and gave me an ultimatum to repay or risk losing my business goods. I didn’t take their threats lightly because I had heard that they had taken goods from one of the marketeers who work within the market. As a solution, I resolved to stay away from the market for a while until I was able to raise the money to pay back. I borrowed money from my friends and family to pay back the loan” FGD 1 participant (44-year-old).
[bookmark: _Hlk132475183]“In terms of how the support has enhanced women’s businesses, some of the beneficiaries have had a lot of success in their businesses. Their businesses have since grown, and the women are now independent and supporting their families. Because of the changes in their business, the women have even been able to build their own houses. However, there are some women who have not been able to be successful in their business even with the help of the grants and loans” (CAMFED official).
“When it comes to the marketeer’s booster loans, we have followed up with some of the beneficiaries and their businesses have grown since they got the loans for their businesses” (CEEC official).
“The women at this market have been negatively affected by the loans that they get, and that is why the majority have opted to just join a chilimba group or borrow from friends. Otherwise, the loan officers really interrogate the women when they fail to pay back the loans in good time and sometimes even get their goods” (Musakanya market traders’ representative).
5. [bookmark: _Hlk128858449]DISCUSSION OF RESEARCH FINDINGS
This study showed that 80% of the women entrepreneurs in the informal sector at Musakanaya market have relied on informal support sources for their business. The women entrepreneurs received financial and hands-on support from self-funding, chilimba groups, friends, family and spouses. Among all the sources, self-funding and chilimba stood as the most prominent sources of support for women’s businesses. Further inquiry through discussions with the women revealed that self-funding among women entrepreneurs in the informal sector was the most common. By self-funding, women put into their businesses personal resources obtained from their own sources, such as selling household items, agricultural produce from their fields and other personal property in order to raise money to support their businesses. It was praised on account that it did not put pressure and stress of worrying about paying back money to anyone. By means of supporting the business through self-funding, the women entrepreneurs in the informal sector had more economic freedom and a sense of ownership of their businesses.  
Similarly, chilimba was also revealed as a prominent means of business support among the women entrepreneurs. Chilimba is an informal group savings widely used by entrepreneurs in Zambia. In Chilimba, members make regular fixed contributions to a common fund in each meeting in a predetermined order, and one of the members receives the total sum contribution per session. The women felt that the financial support from Chilimba has been particularly supportive for their businesses since it allowed them to save for their businesses despite the different financial obligations that they have in their homes and the communities they belong to. Thus, joining a chilimba gives women entrepreneurs a way to ensure savings for their businesses. 
Moreover, some women have also been receiving financial support from friends, family and spouses. On account of limited financial support from formal institutions and programs targeted towards supporting women entrepreneurs in the informal sector, the women have relied more on their relatives and friends when it comes to accessing financial support for their businesses. These findings are in agreement with Malende and Vaisanen (2017), who reported that female entrepreneurs use their social ties with friends and spouses to acquire financial support for their business. These findings are close to the social capital strand argument by Shane and Cable (2001) under the resource-based theory of entrepreneurship who indicated that even though an entrepreneur may have the ability to identify entrepreneurial opportunities, if he or she does not have strong social networks, he or she might not be able to transform the opportunities into benefits for the business by way of accessing and utilizing the resources available to them. 
Although the majority (80%) of the informal women entrepreneurs rely on support from informal sources for their businesses, 20% have been able to tap into the formal sources of support for their businesses. Through the formal institutions, the women entrepreneurs in the informal sector have received loans, skills training, business training and a trading area for their businesses. Among others, the women have accessed the support from government programs and initiatives, Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) and faith-based organisations. These findings are in consonance with a study done by the International Labour Organisation (2002), which showed that women entrepreneurs received support for their businesses in the form of business training, loans and business training.  The study further established that the support to the women has been given through the government institutions, NGOs and faith-based organisations initiatives, projects and programs. Likewise, Thembah and Josiah (2015) in their study also found that the Citizen Entrepreneurial Development Agency (CEDA), which is in charge of the development of entrepreneurial capacity in Botswana, has been supporting women entrepreneurs through financial assistance in the form of loans and grants.
In addition to the financial support received through the informal sources, the women have also been receiving some hands-on support from friends and family who, from time to time, render assistance by selling on their behalf when they have other commitments and cannot sell their goods at the market. Taking into account the nature of business activities that the majority of the women entrepreneurs in the informal sector at Musakanya market engage in, the hands-on support from friends and family is key for the continuity and sustenance of their businesses. The majority (55%) of the women entrepreneurs in the informal sector at Musakanya market trade in perishable goods, which means that the goods need to be sold within a limited timeframe to avoid them going stale. Moreover, the majority of the women entrepreneurs at the market are married or divorced, which also highlights that these women have obligations in their homes and communities that sometimes require them to attend to in addition to their businesses. This is why the hands-on support that the women entrepreneurs at the market receive from friends and family is essential for their businesses. 
From the foregoing, it can be understood that the women entrepreneurs in the informal sector at Musakanya market have been able to create and sustain a position as business owners within the market by relying on the social capital that they have in the market, community and homes in which they belong. The inadequate accessibility of support from formal sources by the women entrepreneurs has necessitated them to regroup and come together to support and sustain their businesses (Siamabele and Phiri, 2021). Likewise, insufficient support for women’s businesses by government, NGOs and Faith-based organisations has resulted in the women entrepreneurs in the informal sector coming up with alternative ways to support their businesses and hence the heavy reliance on informal support. Similarly, the University of Amsterdam and IAIS (2009) argue that these difficulties in accessing support from formal institutions by women entrepreneurs in Zambia force most of them to depend on informal sources of borrowing.
Insofar as the significance of the support that the women entrepreneurs in the informal sector receive, the findings revealed that the support has been of varying degrees of significance. While the majority (50%) of the women entrepreneurs indicated that the support has been very significant for their business, some women argued that the support they have received has been insignificant. The discussions with the women revealed that self-funding and chilimba have been very significant for their businesses, mainly due to the fact that the women do not have alternative sources to support their businesses. In this way, the absence of alternative means of supporting their businesses by the women entrepreneurs in the informal sector has placed self-funding and chilimba to be very significant for the survival and sustenance of their businesses. 
[bookmark: _Hlk129271372]Similarly, without the self-funding and chilimba support, the women’s businesses may not have been able to survive. In addition to being the available suited alternative to supporting the business, the informal support is also frequent and predictable, and this makes it reliable for the women. To this effect, reliability of support is key insofar as being available when it is needed by the women entrepreneurs to overcome the various business challenges that the women entrepreneurs face in sustaining and growing their businesses. This shows that the support received from the informal sources by the women entrepreneurs is used to lessen the various challenges that they face in running their businesses. These results are in harmony with findings by Ngek (2018), whose study showed that the women entrepreneurs can use family financial and hands-on support as significant performance cushions to mitigate the negative influence of the financial challenges they face. The study found that the women entrepreneurs use the support to assist their businesses to acquire financial capital for reinvest and sustainability. On the contrary, the study found that only hands-on support had a direct, significant influence on performance. 
Insofar as the effects that the support received has had on the women’s businesses, the study showed that the majority of the women’s businesses have only been enhanced to a limited extent. In this vein, the majority (50%) of the women reported that even though they have received support for their businesses, there have not been any resulting changes to their businesses (Mojakisane et al., 2023). This means that over the years, there have not been any significant changes that have occurred in their businesses in as far of profit margins, size of business, quality of decision making and cost of doing business. Consequently, the women’s businesses have remained stagnant over the years despite their desire to expand their businesses. To this effect, the support that the majority of the women entrepreneurs in the informal sector at Musakanya market have received thus far has been of significance insofar as keeping the business open, but has had no effect insofar as the growth of the businesses. 
Several factors could be responsible for the lack of enhancement in the women’s businesses despite having received some form of support. The findings showed that the levels of education of the women in the market are not as high as the majority have not attained any tertiary level education, while a substantial proportion of women have not attended any formal schooling. Levels of education attained and business management training matter in the running of a business, as they enhance the capacity to run a business. Furthermore, only 7% of the women entrepreneurs received any skills training and or business training since they started trading at the market. By implication, this means that the women do not have the essential business or skills training that can help to enhance business growth, profit margins, decision making and ultimately business survival. 
Consequently, the women failing to actualize the support into positive results for their business can be a result of the illiteracy levels as shown in the results of the demographic characteristics which makes it difficult for them to manage to finance and sustain their businesses, have challenges in as far as cost-benefit analysis in managing cost against incomes, profits and capital. In addition, this can also indicate that the levels of education are affecting their perception of business. The study by Malmberg (2018) showed the importance of education and skills on women’s entrepreneurial outcomes. The study showed that when it came to women entrepreneurs’ education and skills levels and how that has an effect on the women’s business, there was a correlation. Regarding the entrepreneurial outcomes, the correlation showed that business training has given Zambian women entrepreneurs a business mind and better business attitude and hence more success in their businesses. Likewise, several scholars like Mitchelmore and Rowley (2010), Ahmad et al. (2010) have also supported that education, skills training or business training are key determinants in the growth and success of a business.
In addition to the lack of skills training and business training, the women have also not been able to actualise the support received through the informal sources into tangible changes in their businesses because the finances received from the sources in just not adequate. The argument is that because the support is received from fellow women entrepreneurs in the market who are also running small businesses, the support given is in small amounts that can be sufficient only to lessen some challenges, but is not enough to give the business a boost that can bring about business growth. Similar sentiments were shared by the Musakanaya market trader’s representative, who argued that the women’s businesses are barely surviving because the support they receive from friends and family cannot produce growth in the women’s businesses. 
Despite the majority of women’s businesses not experiencing any changes after receiving informal support, some women cited positive effects experienced as a result of the support received. The women reported that they have more business savings, profit margins and cost of doing business. The women who support their businesses from chilimba groups have been able to save for their businesses and use the savings to purchase more goods for resale. This has been particularly helpful for the women entrepreneurs in the informal sector because it assures them some savings amidst the financial challenges that they face in their small businesses and the financial obligations in their homes and communities.  In addition, some women have also been ordering their merchandise for resale in groups, and this has been reducing their cost of doing business and, as a result, improving their profit margins.  
Among the women entrepreneurs who have received formal support, some reported positive effects on their businesses as a result of the support received. Particularly, the recipient of interest-free loans from CAMFED reported that she has attained bigger profit margins and business expansion. During the discussions, the women explained that they were able to buy more merchandise for resale from the loan they got and have been able to grow and expand the business, and as a result, have been able to make bigger profit margins over the years. This may be a result of the fact that the loans are interest-free and may have unfavourable effects on the businesses. These findings are consistent with a mixed-methods study by Fries et al. (2014), which showed that women’s businesses attained business growth through financial support from loans obtained from financial institutions. 
On the other hand, the study also revealed that some women entrepreneurs have experienced negative effects as a result of the loans they have received to support their businesses. And other women have engaged themselves in other urban agricultural activities, which support their households’ food security. Although some institutions like CAMFED reported that they give the women interest-free loans, other institutions like Vision Fund give the women loans that have an interest rate when paying back (Siamabele, 2020). The women who have accessed loans from this institution reported negative effects on their business, such as business contraction and temporary business closure due to the high repayment rates and the short repayment period. 

6. [bookmark: _Hlk128858963]CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
This research sought to assess the support that women entrepreneurs in the informal sector in Musakanaya market of Mpika district receive and how it affects their businesses. The findings of the study revealed that the majority of the women entrepreneurs have relied on financial support from informal sources like self-funding, chilimba groups, friends, family and spouses for their businesses. As concerns the effects of the support on the women’s business, the study established that although the informal support has not had tangible effects on the women’s businesses, it has been significant for the women’s businesses when it comes to sustenance. This is largely because the support, although not sufficient, is frequently received, stable, and the terms and conditions are agreed upon by the parties giving and receiving the support. On the other hand, the findings also revealed that a few women entrepreneurs in the informal sector at Musakanya market have been receiving support in the form of loans, skills training, business training and trading area from the government, NGOs and financial lending institutions. Moreover, some of the women entrepreneurs who have accessed support for their businesses from formal sources in the form of interest free loans have  Contrary to the support received from the informal sources, the women expressed that the support that they get through formal institutions is infrequent, unstable and unreliable because it is given at the time when it made available by the institutions and not necessarily when the women entrepreneurs need it, and the terms and conditions are determined by the party that is giving the support and not the women entrepreneurs. Given the findings it can be concluded that the women entrepreneurs in the informal sector have limited access to formal support channels for their business and as a result they have resorted to rely on the relationships that they have established with friends, family and fellow traders to access support for their business sustenance and livelihoods and this shows why they is high reliance on informal support sources.
The study recommends that support to women entrepreneurs in the informal sector needs to be accessible and better planned to enhance business growth and sustainability among women entrepreneurs. It needs to be given to the women while taking into account the specific characteristics of the women’s business and the women entrepreneurs as well. 
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Loan	Skills training	Trading area	Self	Spouse	Family	Chilimba	Friend	Business training	Very significant	
Loan	Skills training	Trading area	Business training	Self	Spouse	Friend	Family	Chilimba	2	1	1	14	1	1	10	Quite significant	
Loan	Skills training	Trading area	Business training	Self	Spouse	Friend	Family	Chilimba	1	1	6	2	4	1	3	Significant	
Loan	Skills training	Trading area	Business training	Self	Spouse	Friend	Family	Chilimba	1	1	4	Not significant	
Loan	Skills training	Trading area	Business training	Self	Spouse	Friend	Family	Chilimba	2	2	1	Insignificant	
Loan	Skills training	Trading area	Business training	Self	Spouse	Friend	Family	Chilimba	1	

Count



Frequency	Strongly agree	Agree	Neither agree or disagree	Disagree	Strongly disagree	5	18	9	17	11	Percent	[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
15%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%

Strongly agree	Agree	Neither agree or disagree	Disagree	Strongly disagree	8.3000000000000007	30	15	28.3	18.3	



Frequency	Strongly agree	Agree	Neither agree or disagree	Disagree	Strongly disagree	3	11	11	26	9	Percent	[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%

Strongly agree	Agree	Neither agree or disagree	Disagree	Strongly disagree	5	18.3	18.3	43.3	15	



Frequency	Bigger profit margins	Business expansion	More business savings	Access to more market	Better business decisions	Business recuperation	Reduced cost of doing business	No changes on business	Business size contracted	Temporal business closure	9	4	6	2	2	5	4	26	1	1	Percent	[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%

Bigger profit margins	Business expansion	More business savings	Access to more market	Better business decisions	Business recuperation	Reduced cost of doing business	No changes on business	Business size contracted	Temporal business closure	15	6.7	10	3.3	3.3	8.3000000000000007	6.7	50	1.7	1.7	



Frequency	
Formal	Informal	12	48	

Frequency	
Self	Chilimba	Loan	Family	Spousal	Friend	Business training	Trading area	Skills training   	20	13	6	6	5	4	3	2	1	Percent	[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%

Self	Chilimba	Loan	Family	Spousal	Friend	Business training	Trading area	Skills training   	33.299999999999997	21.7	10	10	8.3000000000000007	6.7	5	3.3	1.7	



A lot	
Loan	Skills training	Trading area	Business training	Self	Spousal	Friend	Family	Chilimba	0	0	0	0	15	1	0	0	3	Often	
Loan	Skills training	Trading area	Business training	Self	Spousal	Friend	Family	Chilimba	0	0	0	0	5	0	3	0	10	Sometimes	
Loan	Skills training	Trading area	Business training	Self	Spousal	Friend	Family	Chilimba	2	0	0	0	0	2	1	5	0	Not often	
Loan	Skills training	Trading area	Business training	Self	Spousal	Friend	Family	Chilimba	0	0	0	0	0	2	0	1	0	Rarely	
Loan	Skills training	Trading area	Business training	Self	Spousal	Friend	Family	Chilimba	4	1	2	3	0	0	0	0	0	






