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ABSTRACT
Microfinance has evolved as a strong tool for economic development, particularly in boosting female entrepreneurs in developing nations. This study investigated the persistent financing constraints faced by women entrepreneurs in Zimbabwe’s agricultural sector, with a specific focus on sweet potato farmers in Bomba, Gokwe District, Midlands Province. The objectives were to examine the current status of women’s entrepreneurship in sweet potato farming, identify primary financial barriers, develop a gender-responsive microfinance framework, and evaluate its potential impact on women’s empowerment and rural economic development. The target population comprised women engaged in sweet potato production and marketing within Midlands Province, with 100 participants purposively sampled for quantitative data collection through structured questionnaires. These data were complemented by qualitative insights from interviews and focus group discussions involving farmers, extension officers, and microfinance stakeholders. Descriptive and inferential statistical analyses were employed to assess patterns of financial access and enterprise performance, while thematic analysis captured lived experiences and institutional barriers. Results revealed that, despite improvements in basic financial inclusion, access to diversified financial services such as credit, insurance, and savings remains limited, primarily due to collateral requirements, land tenure insecurity, socio-cultural norms, inadequate extension support, and weak market infrastructure. The study concluded that existing financing models are misaligned with the realities of women agripreneurs. In response, a context-specific, value-chain-embedded microfinancing framework was proposed, integrating flexible collateral options, financial literacy training, and non-financial support. The framework demonstrates potential to enhance women’s economic empowerment, increase agricultural productivity, and promote inclusive rural development in Zimbabwe. By addressing both structural and contextual constraints, the study provides evidence-based recommendations for policymakers and practitioners aiming to strengthen gender-responsive microfinance interventions for rural women entrepreneurs.
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1. Introduction 
Women entrepreneurs in Zimbabwe encounter various obstacles when seeking access to financing for their businesses, and these challenges include limited collateral, lack of financial literacy, discriminatory lending practices, and inadequate support services tailored to their needs and factors that significantly restrict their participation in formal credit markets (Agarwal., 2018; Alhassan & Nwagbara., 2023; Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025). For example, research shows formal banks often require collateral and formal documentation that many women lack pushing them into informal savings groups or high-cost lenders, while low financial literacy further constrains their access to appropriate financial products (Agarwal., 2018; Alhassan & Nwagbara., 2023). Thus, the absence of gender-sensitive financial products and services further exacerbates the difficulties faced by women entrepreneurs in securing funding for their ventures, despite emerging initiatives aimed at supporting women through collateral-free loans and targeted financial literacy programs (Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025). Hence, the lack of a tailored microfinancing framework for women entrepreneurs in Zimbabwe poses a significant barrier to their economic empowerment and business development because women entrepreneurs continue to face numerous challenges in accessing capital, which limits their ability to establish and grow sustainable businesses (Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025; ZBC News., 2025). This issue is particularly prevalent in the agricultural sector, where women play a crucial role but often lack the financial resources needed to thrive, leading to persistent exclusion from formal financing despite their key contributions to food security and rural livelihoods (Agarwal., 2018; Alhassan & Nwagbara., 2023; Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025). 
In response to the growing need for inclusive and gender-responsive financial mechanisms in Zimbabwe’s agricultural sector, this study proposes a comprehensive microfinancing model aimed at empowering women entrepreneurs engaged in sweet potato farming in the Bomba area of Gokwe, Midlands Province, where sweet potato production underpins household livelihoods yet remains constrained by limited access to formal financial services. Contemporary evidence therefore, underscores persistent gender-based disparities in financial inclusion and asset ownership in Zimbabwean agriculture because only a small fraction of women hold formal land titles, significantly undermining their ability to use land as collateral for credit (World Bank., 2024; Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025), and systemic barriers such as limited financial literacy, high transaction costs, and inadequate rural financial infrastructure continue to hinder smallholder farmers’ access to multiple financial services (Masuka et al., 2025; Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025; Sciendo., 2025). In addition, women farmers often resort to informal mechanisms such as ROSCAs, which provide limited funds at high implicit costs, further entrenching financing gaps (Pomerai., 2024; Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025). Gender-inclusive agricultural research, including on the sweet potato value chain, highlights how structural and cultural constraints impede women’s access to resources, market opportunities, and support systems essential for resilience and productivity (Munyaka et al., 2025; Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025). Therefore, by examining existing financing gaps and the specific financial and non-financial needs of women sweet potato entrepreneurs, a sustainable microfinancing framework that enhances credit access, entrepreneurial capacity, and productivity growth is vital for strengthening both gender equity and value chain performance in Zimbabwe’s rural agricultural economy.
2. Background of the Study
Microfinancing has emerged as a powerful tool for economic development, particularly in empowering women entrepreneurs in developing countries (Agarwal., 2018; Alhassan & Nwagbara., 2023). Thus, the microfinancing sector has gained significant attention as a potential solution to poverty alleviation and economic development, particularly for women entrepreneurs in developing countries. In Zimbabwe, the rural agricultural sector is a significant contributor to the economy, employing over 60% of the population (Agarwal., 2018; World Bank., 2020). However, women in this sector face numerous challenges that hinder their ability to start and grow businesses (Agarwal., 2018; Masuka et al., 2025; Sciendo., 2025). Microfinance institutions (MFIs) have been identified as key players in providing financial services to these women entrepreneurs (Agarwal., 2018; Shumba., 2023; Pomerai., 2024). This background discusses the studies conducted on developing a microfinancing framework for women entrepreneurs in the rural agricultural sector in Zimbabwe.
Early investigations into the challenges faced by women in rural Africa, particularly in Zimbabwe, were conducted by Chikwanha et al. (2003) and Mlambo and Raftopoulos. (2003), with subsequent contributions by Bhelose and Bhise (2009), Mayoux and Hartl. (2009), and, more recently, Kumari and Chaudhary. (2024). Collectively, these studies explored the feasibility of establishing microfinance institutions (MFIs) tailored to the needs of rural women. Their findings consistently highlighted a substantial demand for microfinance services among women farmers, many of whom demonstrated a strong interest in initiating income-generating activities. Despite this demand, the literature identifies several persistent barriers to access, including limited collateral, low literacy levels, and entrenched cultural norms (Agarwal., 2018; Shumba., 2023; Pomerai., 2024; Masuka et al., 2025; Sciendo., 2025).
In an empirical investigation, Mhlanga and Dunga. (2020) examined the level and determinants of financial inclusion among smallholder farmers in Zimbabwe, considering both access to and utilisation of formal financial services. Employing quantitative household-level data, and the study developed a composite measure of financial inclusion and analysed the influence of socio-economic, demographic, and institutional factors on farmers’ engagements with the financial system. The results indicated that financial inclusion among smallholder farmers remains relatively low, with income, education, age, access to information, and proximity to financial institutions emerging as significant determinants. The study further emphasised that structural and policy-related constraints are limiting effective participation in formal finance, advocating for targeted financial policies, improved rural financial infrastructure, and inclusive financial products in order to enhance the integration of smallholder farmers into the formal financial sector and support rural development in Zimbabwe.
Similarly, Kupfuwa et al. (2023) investigated the relationship between access to microfinance business loans and women’s empowerment in Chipinge District, Zimbabwe, situating their analysis within the broader discourse on gender, finance, and local economic development. Utilising empirical data from women-owned microenterprises, the study demonstrated that access to microfinance significantly enhances women’s economic empowerment, as evidenced by increased business ownership, income generation, and financial decision-making autonomy. Beyond economic outcomes, the authors noted positive social spillovers, including heightened self-confidence, greater household bargaining power, and increased participation in community activities. Nonetheless, structural limitations such as high interest rates, restricted loan sizes, and insufficient financial literacy were identified as factors moderating the full empowerment potential of microfinance interventions. The study underscores the importance of inclusive, gender-responsive microfinance policies in promoting sustainable women’s empowerment in rural Zimbabwe.
In the same way, Shumba. (2013) examined the broader role of microfinance in Zimbabwe, with particular attention to its contribution to economic growth and poverty alleviation within the country’s challenging macroeconomic and institutional environment. The study argued that microfinance can promote inclusive growth by improving access to financial services for low-income households and small-scale entrepreneurs traditionally excluded from the formal banking sector. By facilitating income-generating activities, smoothing consumption, and supporting microenterprise development, MFIs are positioned as critical instruments for poverty reduction at the household level. However, Shumba. (2013) also highlighted structural and operational constraints, including limited capitalisation, high interest rates, weak regulatory frameworks, and broader economic instability, which undermine the effectiveness and sustainability of microfinance initiatives. Thus, the study concluded by stating that the positive impact of microfinance on economic growth and poverty alleviation is contingent upon supportive macroeconomic policies, robust regulation, and complementary development interventions.
In summary, existing literature underscores the significant potential of microfinance interventions in supporting women entrepreneurs within Zimbabwe’s rural agricultural sector. In fact, empirical studies have consistently identified key constraints impeding women’s entrepreneurial activities, including limited access to collateral, low literacy levels, entrenched cultural norms, and inadequacies in the design of financial products. Conversely, these studies also highlight opportunities for mitigating such barriers through strategies such as flexible loan terms, business training programs specifically tailored to women, and equitable access to financial services irrespective of gender. Therefore, building on these insights, this study aims to examine the current status of women’s entrepreneurship within Zimbabwe’s sweet potato farming industry, identify the primary challenges faced by women entrepreneurs in accessing financial resources, develop a microfinance framework responsive to the specific needs of women entrepreneurs, and evaluate the potential impact of the proposed framework on women’s empowerment and broader economic development. Thus, by addressing both structural and contextual constraints, this study seeks to contribute to policy and practice aimed at enhancing the effectiveness of microfinance interventions for rural women entrepreneurs in Zimbabwe.
[bookmark: _Toc169097860]3. Literature Review
3.1 [bookmark: _Toc169097863]Women Entrepreneurship in Zimbabwe
Women entrepreneurship plays a crucial role in the economic development of any country. In Zimbabwe, agriculture is a significant sector contributing to the country’s GDP, with sweet potato farming being one of the key agricultural activities (Agarwal., 2018; WorldBank., 2020; Alhassan & Nwagbara., 2023). This literature review aims to analyse the current status of women entrepreneurship in Zimbabwe’s sweet potato farming industry since women according to Agarwal. (2018), Shumba. (2013), Pomerai. (2024) and Masuka et al. (2025) have always been active participants in agriculture, especially in developing countries like Zimbabwe. According to Moyo (2018), women make up a significant portion of the agricultural workforce in Zimbabwe, with many involved in small-scale farming activities (Akter et al., 2017; Adeodun., 2024; Pomerai., 2024; Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025). However, despite their substantial contribution to agriculture, women often face numerous challenges that hinder their entrepreneurial success (Agarwal., 2018; Shumba., 2013; Pomerai., 2024; Masuka et al., 2025; Sciendo., 2025).
3.2 [bookmark: _Toc169097864]Financial Challenges Faced by Women Entrepreneurs
 Women entrepreneurs play a significant role in the global economy, contributing to innovation, economic growth, and job creation (Noor & Isa., 2020; Domínguez‑Munllonch., 2025). However, they often face unique challenges in accessing financial resources compared to their male counterparts, which hinders the full realisation of their economic potential (Pomerai., 2024; Masuka et al., 2025; Sciendo., 2025). Thus, understanding these challenges is crucial for policymakers, financial institutions, and support organisations in order to develop targeted interventions that can empower women entrepreneurs and enhance their access to capital (Abebe et al, 2024). Consequently, research indicates that women entrepreneurs encounter pronounced gender disparities when seeking financial resources for their businesses (Taylor., 2011; OECD., 2025). In fact, studies have shown that women‑owned businesses receive significantly less funding than those owned by men, including below‑average access to bank loans and venture capital, and often on less favourable terms, such as higher interest rates and greater collateral requirements (OECD., 2025; Anderson et al., 2025). This disparity is attributed to various factors, including unconscious bias among investors, limited access to networks and mentorship opportunities, and stereotypes about women’s ability to manage finances effectively (Garg., 2024; Sugathan & Kumar., 2024; Grover & Viollaz., 2025). One of the key challenges faced by women entrepreneurs is the limited access to venture capital funding globally, businesses led by women receive only about 2% of total venture capital investments, and even when women obtain funding, they typically receive less than male founders (We-Fi., 2024; OECD., 2025; Stengel., 2025). Moreover, recent evidence highlights that African women founders receive just about 10% of venture funding in emerging markets, illustrating that the funding gap persists across regions and sectors (Bridges., 2025; Oyedeji., 2025; Ozibo., 2025; Danso., 2026). Accordingly, the underrepresentation of women in investment decision‑making roles further compounds these challenges, as venture capital firms tend to invest disproportionately in male‑led startups, and women founders often face greater scrutiny and higher performance thresholds than their male peers (Stengel., 2025; OECD., 2025).
3.3 [bookmark: _Toc169097869]Microfinancing 
Microfinance has emerged as a powerful tool for economic development, particularly in empowering women entrepreneurs in underdeveloped regions (Meena et al., 2024; Sharma., 2025). In fact, research shows that access to microfinance services such as credit, savings, and other financial products, can significantly improve women’s ability to start and grow small businesses, increase household income, and enhance economic autonomy (Mengstie., 2022). In contexts similar to Gokwe, microfinancing can provide women with the necessary capital to establish and expand microenterprises, thereby improving livelihoods and contributing to the resilience of local economies (Munthali & Chitwere., 2024). However, to effectively address the unique needs faced by women entrepreneurs in such areas, a well-designed microfinancing framework is essential, and one that goes beyond basic credit provision to include training, savings mobilization, and supportive financial services (Fitouri & Zouaoui., 2024; Meena et al., 2024).
According to Woodworth and Woller. (1999), microfinance is defined as a formal scheme that aims to help the poor gain better access to financial services. Similarly, international development advocates like Kofi Annan, the former UN Secretary General have recognized microcredit as a critical anti-poverty tool and a wise investment in human capital. Broadly, microfinance refers to various financial products and services targeted at low-income individuals and communities, including microcredit (very small loans), savings, insurance, money transfers, and other related services (Ledgerwood., 2000). Whilst, microcredit specifically refers to the extension of small loans to entrepreneurs who would otherwise not qualify for traditional bank loans, offering a means to stimulate entrepreneurship among women and other economically marginalized groups (Commonwealth Secretariat., 2001; Abebe & Kegne., 2023; Mazumder., 2025).
3.4 [bookmark: _Toc169097878]Impact of Microfinancing on Women Entrepreneurship
Microfinancing has been recognised as a powerful tool for poverty alleviation and economic development, particularly in empowering women entrepreneurs in developing countries (Meena, Lata & Annu., 2024). Therefore, this literature review aims to explore the impact of microfinancing on women entrepreneurship, focusing on how access to financial services can enhance women’s economic participation, empowerment, and overall well-being. Indeed, microfinancing plays a crucial role in promoting financial inclusion among women entrepreneurs who often face barriers to accessing traditional banking services (Mengstie., 2022). Studies have shown that women who receive microfinance support are more likely to invest in their businesses, leading to increased productivity, profitability, and sustainability (Gioia et al., 2013; Kumari & Sreenivas., 2023; Mengstie., 2022; Meena et al., 2023; Mustafa & Abbas., 2025). In addition to providing financial resources, microfinancing programs often offer training, mentorship, and networking opportunities for women entrepreneurs (Gallie et al., 2019; Khursheed., 2022; Meena et al., 2023). Recent research further highlights that microfinance institutions significantly contribute to women’s entrepreneurship development by improving access to credit, enhancing business growth, and fostering socio-economic empowerment (Abebe & Kegne., 2023; Suryawanshi & Iqbal., 2023). Evidence also shows that microfinance positively impacts women’s independent income, asset ownership, and savings, thereby strengthening their economic resilience (Mengstie., 2022; Kumar., 2023; Bhelose & Bhise., 2023).
4 [bookmark: _Toc169097862]Theoretical Framework
4.1 Theoretical Foundation
This study is grounded in three interrelated theoretical perspectives and that is, Social Feminist Theory, Financial Inclusion Theory, and Entrepreneurship Development Theory and each framework contribute uniquely to understanding the economic marginalisation of women and the mechanisms through which economic inclusion might be realised.
4.2 Social Feminist Theory
Social Feminist Theory foregrounds gender as a central analytic category in understanding economic and political inequalities (Doe., 2025; Banda et al., 2026; Dulhunty & Bessell., 2026; Gaw & Joubert., 2026). Drawing from feminist scholarship, it posits that women’s economic disadvantage arises from entrenched social, cultural, and institutional norms that systematically privilege men and devalue the labour and agency of women (Bennett., 2024). Research in entrepreneurship has extended this perspective by illustrating how patriarchal gender norms shape entrepreneurial identities and opportunities, reinforcing male-centric discourses in business creation and growth (Lagrasta et al., 2024; Narendran., 2025; WEF., 2025). Importantly, social feminist approaches also emphasise on the intersectionality of gender with race, class, and other forms of social stratification, which deepens the understanding of women’s multifaceted marginalisation across economic contexts (Bennett., 2024).
4.3 Financial Inclusion Theory
Financial Inclusion Theory explicates the importance of expanding access to financial services such as credit, savings, payment systems, and insurance to populations traditionally excluded from formal financial systems (Ozili., 2023; World Bank Group., 2024; Mishra et al., 2024). Furthermore, the theory emphasizes that expanding access to credit, savings, payment systems, and insurance is essential for reducing poverty, fostering entrepreneurship, and promoting equitable economic growth and recent studies highlight its role in achieving Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and improving socio-economic resilience (Ozili., 2023; World Bank Group., 2024; Mishra et al., 2024). The theory asserts that inclusive financial access promotes economic participation, enhances productive investments, and supports poverty reduction, particularly among marginalised groups including women, low-income households, and rural communities (Medina-Vidal et al., 2025). Empirical evidence underscores that financial exclusion continues to affect women disproportionately, often due to discriminatory access to banking services, low financial literacy, and socio-cultural constraints (Medina-Vidal et al., 2025; WEF., 2024; Peter et al., 2025). Moreover, financial inclusion has been linked to enhanced opportunities for female entrepreneurship and economic participation, especially when digital financial technologies facilitate broader access and when digital financial inclusion promote female entrepreneurship (WEF., 2024; Peter et al., 2025).Recent studies confirm that digital financial inclusion significantly enhances female entrepreneurship by providing women-led businesses with access to credit, savings, and digital tools that reduce structural barriers and evidence from 2024–2025 shows that policies and fintech innovations are enabling women to participate more fully in economic activities, boosting both business resilience and community development (WEF., 2024; Peter et al., 2025).

4.4 Entrepreneurship Development Theory
Entrepreneurship Development Theory aims to explain the process through which new ventures are created, sustained, scaled, and emphasising the roles of entrepreneurial skills, institutional support, resources, and enabling economic policies in driving enterprise success and economic growth (Liguori et al., 2024; Mirza et al., 2026). In actual fact, Entrepreneurship Development Theory highlights how ventures emerge, grow, and thrive through entrepreneurial skills, institutional support, resources, and enabling policies (Liguori et al., 2024; Mirza et al., 2026). Recent research emphasises on interdisciplinary approaches, sustainability, and digital transformation as critical drivers of entrepreneurial success. In this body of work, entrepreneurship is recognised not merely as an economic activity but also as a mechanism of empowerment for marginalised groups, enabling wealth creation, job generation, and socio-economic transformation (Munyoro et al., 2016; Muhirwa., 2024). Entrepreneurship today is increasingly recognized as a tool for empowerment, especially for marginalised groups such as women, youth, and people with disabilities. Recent studies highlight its role in wealth creation, job generation, and broader socio-economic transformation through inclusive business models and capacity-building initiatives (Munyoro et al., 2016; Muhirwa., 2024). Contemporary research highlights that women’s entrepreneurial outcomes are shaped by both internal competencies and external systemic structures, including access to finance, mentorship, and supportive policy ecosystems (Siegrist., 2025; Knox et al., 2025). Recent research confirms that women’s entrepreneurial success depends not only on their personal skills but also on systemic supports such as access to finance, mentorship, and enabling policy frameworks. Studies from 2024–2025 highlight that while training and microfinance programs help, outcomes remain uneven unless paired with structural reforms and supportive ecosystems (Siegrist., 2025; Knox et al., 2025).




4.5 Theoretical Framework Diagram
Here is a conceptual representation of how the three theories intersect and inform the current study:
       +-------------------------------------+
       |         Social Feminist Theory      |
       |  (Gender norms, inequality analysis)|
       +-----------------+-------------------+
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                         v
       +-----------------+-------------------+
       |        Financial Inclusion Theory    |
       |   (Access to finance and inclusion)  |
       +-----------------+-------------------+
                         |
                         v
       +-----------------+-------------------+
       |      Entrepreneurship Development    |
       |  (Venture creation & economic growth)|
       +-------------------------------------+
Figure 1. Conceptual integration of theoretical frameworks guiding the study.
Source. Authors
4.5 Interrelationships among Theoretical Frameworks
The integration of Social Feminist Theory, Financial Inclusion Theory, and Entrepreneurship Development Theory provides a comprehensive lens for understanding the dynamics of women’s economic participation. Therefore, the diagram presented in Figure 1 offers a conceptual integration of three interrelated theoretical frameworks, namely Social Feminist Theory, Financial Inclusion Theory, and Entrepreneurship Development Theory, that collectively inform the logic and hypotheses of the current study (Graness & Kopf., 2024; Simpeh., 2024; Kumar & Ahuja., 2025; Sethi et al., 2025; Mirza et al., 2026). In fact, Social Feminist Theory is placed at the base of this conceptual model to foreground gender norms, structural inequality, and power relations as foundational forces shaping women’s participation in economic life (Bennett., 2024; Marcus & Somji., 2024; UN Women., 2025). In addition, social feminist perspectives highlight how systemic and cultural barriers such as discriminatory norms, institutional exclusion, and role stereotypes which restrict women’s access to resources, voice, and agency in both public and private economic spheres, emphasizing structural and socio-cultural constraints on women’s economic engagement (for example, analyses of women’s structural disadvantages in economic participation) (Kalaitzi et al., 2023; Lindvert et al., 2026). Accordingly, this lens provides critical socio-cultural grounding for understanding why disparities in access to financial services and entrepreneurial opportunities persist across contexts (Gakpa., 2023; Brownwell et al., 2024).
Therefore, building on this foundation, Financial Inclusion Theory occupies the next level by translating structural barriers into specific mechanisms of economic exclusion namely, access to and utilisation of financial services such as credit, savings, payment systems, and digital finance, that is recognizing these as fundamental to broader economic engagement (Damane & Ho., 2024; Nwosu & Ilori., 2024). In actual fact, financial inclusion is widely recognised in the development literature as a precondition for reducing inequality and enabling broader economic participation, particularly among women whose integration into formal financial systems has historically lagged behind that of men (for example, fintech’s role in closing gender gaps; gendered effects of digital inclusion) (World Bank Group., 2025; Peter et al., 2025). However, the theory also acknowledges that access alone is not sufficient without addressing underlying gendered norms and capabilities, including financial literacy and socio-cultural constraints because the mere provision of financial products may not dismantle the exclusion identified by feminist frameworks (gendered financial literacy studies) (AU, 2024; Showkat et al., 2025). Accordingly, this underscores the interdependent nature of socio-cultural and economic dimensions in shaping women’s financial inclusion.
Therefore, at the apex of the model, Entrepreneurship Development Theory explains how access to financial services can be operationalized into sustainable venture creation and growth (OECD., 2024; Nurein., 2025; Shahrahmani et al., 2025; Prokopenko et al., 2025). In effect, the entrepreneurship development literature emphasizes institutional, organizational, and capability‐building supports that enable individuals to translate access to capital, knowledge, and networks into viable and growing enterprises (see meta‐analysis of gender effects on access to bank finance) (Siegrist, 2023; Malmström et al., 2024). Consequently, for women in particular, this body of work demonstrates how targeted support mechanisms such as gender-sensitive training, policy incentives, and ecosystem interventions, can mitigate barriers to firm formation, scaling, and survival (Mbangiswano et al., 2025). Consequently, when situated within a broader socio-economic matrix informed by feminist and inclusion theories, entrepreneurship development becomes not just a process of business growth but also a pathway to economic empowerment and systemic change (We-Fi., 2024; Walker-Mohamed., 2024; UN Women., 2024).
Taken together, this integrated framework underscores that gender-aware financial policies and entrepreneurship support structures are critical to advancing economic inclusion and reducing persistent gender gaps in entrepreneurship and broader economic participation (Tarinda., 2019; AU., 2024). Accordingly, by situating financial inclusion within the context of entrenched social inequalities and linking it to concrete entrepreneurial mechanisms, the model provides a holistic theoretical basis for empirical investigation and policy formulation aimed at fostering equitable economic engagement for women (Chikwe et al., 2024; AU., 2024; UN Women., 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc169097916]5, Methodology and Data Analysis
This study employed a mixed‑methods research design to examine the financing realities, constraints, and opportunities faced by women entrepreneurs in Zimbabwe’s sweet potato sector, with a specific focus on Bomba in Gokwe District, Midlands Province. Mixed‑methods was deemed appropriate because it integrates quantitative breadth with qualitative depth, allowing for a comprehensive analysis of complex socio‑economic and gendered dimensions of agricultural entrepreneurship (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Noori, Roosta, & Naderi, 2024; WEF, 2024). In particular, the convergent parallel strategy was followed, wherein quantitative and qualitative data were collected concurrently, analysed separately, and then integrated during interpretation to enhance validity and triangulation (Bhana, 2024). This strategy ensured that the multiplicity of women’s financing experiences could be captured holistically, reflecting both measurable patterns and contextual nuances.
The target population for this study comprised women involved in sweet potato production and marketing within Midlands Province, particularly in Bomba and neighbouring rural communities in Gokwe South District. According to the 2022 census, Midlands Province had a total population of approximately 1,811,905 people (Zimbabwe National Census, 2022) of which a significant portion reside in rural areas where agriculture dominates livelihoods. While official statistics disaggregate labour force by gender and sector poorly, national and rural labour studies estimate that women constitute around 70% of the agricultural labour force in rural Zimbabwe (UNDP Rural Women Rising, 2024; FAO gender profile, 2025). Using this benchmark, the estimated number of women actively engaged in crop farming in the Midlands Province’s sweet potato and other horticultural sub-sectors is likely in the tens of thousands, making the sector a key site to investigate gendered financing challenges (UNDP, 2024; FAO, 2025). Official statistics further indicate that structural barriers such as weak land ownership rights for women and limited collateral undermine formal credit access, thereby restricting women’s agricultural investment capacity (World Bank, 2024; ZFU, 2025). Given the absence of an agricultural census that specifically enumerates sweet potato producers, the accessible population was defined operationally as all registered and locally recognised women sweet potato producers in the study area, with preliminary lists provided by local extension officers and community leaders. This pragmatic framing allowed the study to engage with a realistic field population while acknowledging broader systemic data gaps.
Quantitative data were generated through a structured questionnaire administered face‑to‑face to a purposively sampled cohort of 100 women sweet potato entrepreneurs. Purposive sampling was selected because it enables the focused selection of information‑rich cases, specifically women with demonstrable engagement in sweet potato cultivation, sales, or value‑chain activities (Palinkas et al., 2015). Selection criteria included female gender, age 18 and above, involvement in sweet potato production in the most recent farming season, and residence within the defined study area. Local extension officers assisted in verifying eligibility, thereby enhancing sampling accuracy. The questionnaire captured respondents’ demographic profiles, production scale, access to and utilisation of microfinance services, input acquisition strategies, revenue generation, and perceived financial and institutional barriers (Matsvai, 2024; Moyo & Chikanda, 2024). Quantitative data were coded and analysed using statistical software to produce descriptive statistics (frequencies, percentages, means), which profiled respondents and characterised prevailing financing conditions (Pallant, 2023; Sathyanarayana & Mohanasundaram, 2025). Inferential techniques, including chi‑square tests and correlation analysis, examined relationships between access to finance and enterprise performance indicators such as output levels and income stability, identifying statistically significant patterns relevant to microfinance inclusion and gendered constraints (Nur Chamidah, 2024; OECD, 2025).
Complementing the quantitative strand, qualitative data were generated through semi‑structured interviews and focus group discussions with a purposively selected sub‑sample of women entrepreneurs, agricultural extension officers, and representatives of microfinance institutions and community financing initiatives. Purposive selection ensured the inclusion of participants with rich experiential insight into financing challenges and opportunities. This approach facilitated the exploration of lived experiences and perceptions of institutional barriers, coping strategies, and the applicability of existing financing frameworks. Interviews were audio‑recorded and transcribed verbatim. Thematic analysis, following the six‑step framework outlined by Braun and Clarke (2023), was conducted to identify patterns and themes around financial exclusion, collateral constraints, gender norms, institutional responsiveness, and grassroots financing innovations. Emergent themes resonated with broader findings on rural women’s financial inclusion in Zimbabwe, where collateral requirements, financial illiteracy, and exclusion from formal banking remain pervasive barriers (AFI, 2024; ZFU, 2025).
Integration of quantitative and qualitative findings occurred during the interpretation phase, where numerical indicators such as credit uptake and income variability were juxtaposed with narrative insights on institutional exclusion and social norms. This synthesis enabled the development of a context‑specific financing framework tailored to women sweet potato entrepreneurs. The framework emphasised gender‑responsive financial instruments, flexible collateral options, embedded value‑chain financing, and capacity building, aligning with national and institutional efforts aimed at advancing women’s financial inclusion in agriculture (Zimbabwe Women’s Microfinance Bank reporting, 2024; CABS women‑led SME value proposition case study, 2025). The methodological rigour afforded by mixed‑methods thus underpinned robust, empirically grounded recommendations for enhancing women’s financial inclusion, agricultural productivity, and rural livelihoods in Zimbabwe’s sweet potato sector.




6.0 Results and Interpretation
6.1 Quantitative Results
Results from the quantitative analysis indicate that women constitute a substantial proportion of smallholder agricultural producers in Zimbabwe, however, they continue to face persistent systemic constraints in accessing financial services, technological inputs, and agricultural markets. Thus, these findings are consistent with national agricultural surveys and gender-disaggregated studies that show women dominate subsistence and semi-commercial farming while remaining structurally disadvantaged within agrarian systems (FAO., 2023; World Bank., 2024; Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025). In this case, quantitative data further reveal that although basic financial inclusion and particularly ownership of transaction accounts has improved among rural smallholder farmers, the uptake of multiple and diversified financial services remains limited (FAO., 2023; AfDB., 2024; Masuka et al., 2024; Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025). Recent studies confirm that while rural smallholder farmers increasingly own transaction accounts, their use of diversified financial services such as credit, insurance, and savings products, remains limited (FAO., 2023; African Development Bank., 2024; Masuka et al., 2024; Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025). Thus, this gap highlights persistent barriers like low financial literacy, inadequate infrastructure, and risk perceptions among financial institutions (Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025). Thus, this restricted engagement is largely attributable to interlinked socio-economic, institutional, and infrastructural barriers, including low incomes, limited collateral, and weak rural financial ecosystems (AFI., 2024; FinMark Trust., 2023; Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025). Recent empirical evidence supports these findings, demonstrating that while a majority of smallholder farmers may be formally banked, only a small proportion access credit, insurance, or savings products tailored to agricultural production, with gender disparities significantly shaping these outcomes (Masuka et al., 2025).
6.2 Qualitative Insights
Qualitative findings strongly reinforce the quantitative results by contextualising how socio-cultural norms and institutional practices shape women’s entrepreneurial experiences. Thus, respondents consistently cited stringent collateral requirements as a primary barrier to accessing formal credit, a challenge deeply rooted in patriarchal land ownership structures that exclude women from formal land titling (Akwensivie & Donkoh., 2024; ZimStat., 2025; Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025). Stringent collateral requirements remain one of the most significant barriers to women’s access to formal credit, particularly in societies where patriarchal land ownership structures prevent women from holding formal land titles (World Bank., 2024; Butaumocho., 2025; Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025). Recent studies in Ghana, Kenya, and Zimbabwe highlight how the lack of secure land rights directly undermines women’s ability to meet collateral demands, thereby limiting their financial inclusion and economic empowerment (Ananda et al., 2020; Munemo et al., 2021; Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025). In actual fact, these perceptions mirror national patterns, where the majority of agricultural land in Zimbabwe is held without formal title and remains predominantly controlled by men, limiting women’s ability to leverage land as a financial asset (World Bank., 2024).
Similarly, interviews also highlighted the inadequacy of agricultural extension services and the lack of gender-responsive business training, which undermines productivity and constrains enterprise scalability (Munyaka et al., 2025). Thus, this challenge is particularly acute for women operating within traditionally under-supported value chains such as sweet potato production, which receive limited technical, financial, and policy attention despite their food security potential (FAO., 2023; Mandaza & Mwakiwa., 2025; Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025). Furthermore, respondents emphasised how poor rural transport and market infrastructure compound these challenges by restricting access to profitable markets and increasing post-harvest losses (FAO, 2023; Munyaka et al., 2025). In the same way, gender-disaggregated research on sweet potato farming in Zimbabwe indicates that women are disproportionately affected by infrastructure deficits, which limit mobility and increase dependence on intermediaries offering low farmgate prices (Munyaka et al., 2025; Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025). Consequently, these constraints exacerbate income disparities and reduce incentives for value addition and market-oriented production (Mandaza & Mwakiwa., 2025).
6.3 Structural and Institutional Constraints
The observed barriers align closely with broader structural constraints documented in the literature, where rural women’s financial inclusion remains heavily restricted by systemic limitations in access to productive assets and formal financial services (Fletschner., 2024; Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025). In point of fact, rural women’s access to credit remains severely constrained by customary land tenure systems that limit women’s land ownership and control, thereby reducing their ability to provide adequate collateral for formal loans and in this case, women often lack legal or secure rights to land under customary systems, which disproportionately assign land rights to male household members and impede women’s economic agency (FAO., 2024; Pomerai & Mangwende., 2024; Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025). Essentially, this institutional arrangement reinforces financial exclusion and curtails women’s capacity to invest in productivity-enhancing assets, forcing many to rely on informal financial arrangements such as rotating savings and credit associations (ROSCAs) and self-help groups that provide limited funds at comparatively high effective costs (Pomerai., 2024; Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025). While these mechanisms provide short-term liquidity, they involve limited capital volumes and often higher transaction costs relative to formal financial institutions, thus restricting enterprise growth (FAO., 2024; Pomerai & Mangwende., 2024). In actual fact, financial exclusion is further exacerbated by high transaction costs, long distances to banking facilities, and underdeveloped rural financial infrastructure, which together discourage sustained engagement with formal financial institutions and disproportionately affect women, who also face additional time and mobility constraints linked to unpaid care responsibilities and social norms (Masuka et al., 2025). These layered constraints continue to limit rural women’s access to credit, savings, insurance, and digital financial services, underscoring the need for gender-responsive financial inclusion strategies.
6.4 Financing Constraints
Access to finance emerged as a particularly binding constraint. Lack of collateral was reported by 38% of respondents as the primary barrier to securing loans, a finding consistent with evidence from other developing-country contexts (Adeoye & Ojo, 2019; Mwangi et al., 2015). Discriminatory lending practices were cited by 34% of respondents, reflecting persistent gender biases in financial institutions, a challenge widely documented at both national and global levels (World Bank Group, 2018). Limited financial literacy was reported by 26% of respondents, underscoring the importance of tailored financial education programmes for women entrepreneurs (IFC & World Bank Group, 2017). Finally, high interest rates were identified by 18% of respondents as a major deterrent to borrowing, limiting the affordability of credit and constraining business expansion (ILO, 2019).
6.5 Synthesis
Overall, the integration of quantitative and qualitative findings highlights the intersection of socio-economic, institutional, and infrastructural barriers that constrain women’s economic empowerment in agricultural enterprises in Zimbabwe. These barriers include financial exclusion, which limits access to formal credit and tailored financial products; restricted ownership of productive assets such as land and agricultural equipment; inadequate support services including extension training, market information, and entrepreneurial education; and weak market infrastructure that restricts access to competitive markets and value chain participation (Senga & Dzimiri., 2025; Pomerai & Mangwende., 2024; Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025). Thus, by situating these findings within Zimbabwe’s broader agricultural and socio-institutional context, this study contributes to the growing scholarly discourse on gender, finance, and rural livelihoods, underscoring how structural socioeconomic inequalities and institutional shortcomings systematically disadvantage rural women from fully participating in and benefiting from agricultural opportunities (Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025). In effect, the evidence generated provides a robust foundation for policy and programmatic interventions aimed at promoting inclusive financial systems, strengthening women’s agricultural entrepreneurship through targeted financial literacy and digital finance innovations, and advancing sustainable rural development by enhancing market access and support services for rural women agripreneurs (Senga & Dzimiri., 2025).
6.6 Contribution to Existing Literature
The study corroborates prior research demonstrating that access to finance is a critical driver of women’s economic empowerment, as access to financial services and credit has been consistently associated with increases in income, asset ownership, and business sustainability for women entrepreneurs (Andriamahery & Qamruzzaman., 2022; Klapper., 2024; Murongazvombo & Munyoro., 2025). Empirical evidence from multiple developing contexts shows that women who access microfinance services report higher income levels and improved business performance, reflecting similar patterns documented by Banerjee and Duflo. (2011) in broader development economics research. Importantly, the results highlight the role of social capital and community networks in facilitating access to microfinance, women embedded in strong social or cooperative networks are better positioned to secure loans and manage repayment obligations, suggesting the value of incorporating social capital into program design (Matindike et al., 2021). Beyond economic outcomes, the findings demonstrate that microfinance contributes to broader development objectives, including improved household nutrition, enhanced educational opportunities for children, and increased resilience to economic shocks as envisioned in gender and agrifood systems frameworks that link women’s empowerment with improved nutrition and resilience outcomes (FAO., 2023). These spillover effects suggest that microfinance interventions can generate community-wide benefits and food security gains. Nevertheless, consistent with the broader microfinance literature, persistent challenges remain, including high interest rates, limited financial literacy, collateral constraints, and cultural barriers that impede women’s full access and effective use of financial services (Matindike et al., 2021; World Bank., 2022). Addressing these challenges requires coordinated policy reform, capacity building, and sustained community engagement. Finally, while the findings underscore the transformative potential of microfinancing for women sweet potato farmers in Gokwe, they also highlight the importance of context specificity in shaping outcomes, the effectiveness of microfinance interventions may vary across regions, agricultural systems, and population groups, warranting further comparative and longitudinal research to unpack these dynamics.
[bookmark: _Toc169097985]7.0 Discussion and Policy Implications
7.1 Framework Rationale and Design
This study provides critical empirical evidence to inform the development of a tailored microfinancing framework for women sweet potato farmers in Zimbabwe, with particular reference to Gokwe District. Empirical research in Zimbabwe has documented persistent barriers to financial inclusion among smallholder farmers, including limited access to formal financial services, high transaction costs, and gender-related disparities in financial participation and credit uptake (Masuka et al., 2025; Senga & Dzimiri., 2025). Such financial exclusion constrains smallholders’ abilities to invest effectively in agricultural enterprises, such as sweet potato production, which is vital for rural livelihoods and food security.
7.2 Proposed Microfinancing Framework and Its Potential Impact
Fig 2: Conceptual Diagram of Proposed Microfinancing Framework and Its Potential Impact
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7.3 Core Components of the Proposed Framework
The implementation of flexible financial products tailored to the seasonal and cyclical income patterns of women sweet potato farmers represents a critical advance in rural financial inclusion and agrarian resilience. Recent research underscores that financial inclusion and particularly through microcredit, savings mechanisms, and digital financial solutions can significantly reduce barriers to productive investment among smallholder farmers, though challenges remain in actual uptake and equity of access (for example, FinTech adoption and gender gaps in financial services) (Gomber et al., 2023 Mbangiswano et al., 2024; Kehinde-Peters., 2024). In reality, microcredit programmes with minimal collateral requirements and group-based lending structures have been shown to promote higher participation among female farmers, who often demonstrate strong repayment performance and distinct investment preferences when served by gender-responsive schemes, for example, women smallholders tend to invest comparatively more in post-harvest technologies and achieve high repayment outcomes, and access to mobile phones correlates with improved repayment performance (Olwande et al., 2023). Digital platforms and FinTech innovations are also expanding access to credit, savings, and payment services in Sub-Saharan Africa by overcoming traditional geographic and infrastructure limitations. However, limited smartphone ownership and digital literacy impede full adoption of more complex services (Chamboko., 2022). Thus, these flexible products, by aligning credit and savings with agricultural cycles and leveraging digital delivery, help farmers manage seasonal liquidity constraints and invest in productivity-enhancing inputs when most needed (Batagoda., 2025).
However, finance alone is insufficient without integrated support services that build capacity and strengthen market linkages. Evidence suggests that financial literacy, business management training, and agribusiness support enhance financial inclusion’s impact on productivity, particularly for women who face structural obstacles such as limited access to formal credit, unequal property rights, and gender-biased institutional norms (Mwombeki & Magwana., 2023). Institutional partnerships involving government agencies, microfinance institutions, cooperatives, and civil society are therefore essential to expanding outreach and embedding gender-sensitive approaches within agricultural and national financial policies (European Commission., 2024). A multi-stakeholder framework not only enhances rural financial infrastructure but also facilitates tailored interventions that address the unique seasonal income flows, market constraints, and educational needs of women sweet potato farmers (Hutton., 2025; Cele & Mudhara., 2025). Thus, by integrating flexible financial products with capacity building and cross-sector collaboration, such frameworks contribute to improved economic empowerment, productivity, and competitiveness in local and regional markets (FAO., 2025; World Bank., 2025).
7.4 Key Dimensions Informing the Framework
The findings from the study in Gokwe align closely with broader evidence in the literature that women entrepreneurs in sub-Saharan Africa, including Zimbabwe, face persistent financial inclusion constraints that hinder business growth and sustainability. A substantial body of research documents state that women disproportionately lack access to formal financial institutions due to stringent collateral requirements, exclusionary lending practices, limited credit histories, and low financial literacy, forcing many to rely on informal mechanisms such as savings groups, family loans, or mobile money alternatives (RBZ., 2026; Irene et al., 2025). For example, Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe officials and financial inclusion studies note that patriarchal norms often leave women without the assets required for formal loans and unable to register businesses or open accounts, compounding their exclusion from mainstream credit markets (RBZ, 2026; AfDB, 2025). Truly, these structural and behavioural barriers reflect broader patterns in sub-Saharan Africa, where only a minority of women have bank accounts and self-selection out of the credit market due to perceived non-creditworthiness further suppresses formal borrowing (IMF., 2020).
This exclusion fundamentally constrains women’s capacity to scale enterprises and achieve sustainable growth. Empirical studies demonstrate that inadequate capital, limited market access, and gaps in business management skills are significant impediments to entrepreneurial expansion for women, underscoring the importance of tailored microfinance solutions with flexible terms, affordable interest rates, and embedded financial literacy training (Irene et al., 2025). Gender-responsive financing models that address sociocultural norms, reduce entry barriers, and integrate both financial and non-financial support services can significantly enhance women’s business performance and empowerment (We-Fi., 2024; World Bank., 2024). Recent research suggests that without such bespoke interventions, women remain marginalized from credit markets and growth opportunities, limiting broader economic development and perpetuating gender disparities in entrepreneurial success (IMF., 2020; AfDB., 2025).

8.0 Conclusions
[bookmark: _Hlk167552820]Women entrepreneurship in Zimbabwe’s sweet potato farming industry is on an upward trajectory, with increasing participation, access to resources, market opportunities, policy support, but still facing challenges that need to be addressed for further growth and sustainability. In addition, women entrepreneurs in Zimbabwe face a range of challenges when trying to access financial resources, including limited access to collateral, high interest rates, lack of financial literacy, gender bias, limited networking opportunities, and cultural barriers. Addressing these challenges is crucial for promoting gender equality in entrepreneurship and supporting the growth of women-owned businesses in the country. Furthermore, the microfinancing framework designed specifically for women entrepreneurs in Zimbabwe aims to break down barriers to financial inclusion, promote gender equality, and support the growth of women-led businesses in the country. Likewise, the proposed framework has the potential to advance women’s empowerment and foster economic development by addressing key barriers that hinder women’s full participation in society. By promoting gender equality, supporting entrepreneurship, improving healthcare services, combating gender-based violence, and enhancing financial inclusion for women, the framework can create a more equitable and prosperous future for all.
9.0 [bookmark: _Toc169097996]Further Research
Future researchers should consider conducting comprehensive field research to gain a deep understanding of the dynamics within the sweet potato farming industry in Zimbabwe. This includes engaging directly with women entrepreneurs, financial institutions, government agencies, and other stakeholders to gather first-hand insights into their experiences and challenges. There is also need for conducting comparative analyses with other regions or countries that have implemented successful microfinancing frameworks for women entrepreneurs in agriculture. 
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