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Introduction

The gender divide in entrepreneurship remains a persistent global challenge, with women
disproportionately underrepresented in business ownership and leadership, especially within cross-
border trade (Brush et al., 2009; Carter et al., 2015; Henry et al., 2016). Defined as the unequal access
to resources, opportunities, and decision-making power between genders, the gender divide
manifests through financial exclusion, socio-cultural norms, and institutional biases that limit women's
entrepreneurial capacities (Jamali, 2009; World Bank, 2020; OECD, 2021). In sub-Saharan Africa, despite
the increasing number of women entering entrepreneurial ventures, the gap in access to regional and
international business mobility further exacerbates their marginalization (Chitsike, 2000; Amine &
Staub, 2009; Simiyu & Okello, 2022).Regional and international business mobility refers to the ability
of entrepreneurs to move across borders for commercial purposes, including trade, networking,
training, and expansion (McKinsey Global Institute, 2015; ILO, 2020; UNCTAD, 2021). For women, such
mobility is critical not only for economic independence but also for societal transformation, yet it
remains hindered by gendered travel restrictions, limited networks, and inadequate support
structures (Carr & Chen, 2004; Doss et al., 2008; Mayoux, 2010). These barriers necessitate urgent
reforms to promote equitable participation.This study foregrounds the perspectives of 37 university
students at the Catholic University of Rwanda whose mothers are engaged in cross-border trade,
offering a unique intergenerational lens for understanding women’s business mobility. Exploring
students’ perceptions allows for a mindset shift that fosters long-term societal change, as these future
professionals reflect on and challenge systemic inequalities (Chua & Bedford, 2016; McAdams et al.,
2021; Mkwananzi, 2023). Their insights are crucial in shaping policy dialogues and educational
frameworks that aim to empower women entrepreneurs.The problem lies in the persistent
intersection of gender-based exclusion and mobility constraints, which curtail women's economic
agency. In Africa, this intersectionality, where gender, entrepreneurship, and mobility intersect,
einforces structural inequalities (Crenshaw, 1989; Amine & Staub, 2009; Eyben & Napier-Moore, 2009).
Rooted in feminist economic theory and empowerment models, this study seeks to critically evaluate
how institutional and socio-cultural systems either hinder or enhance women's mobility for trade
(Kabeer, 1999; Cornwall & Rivas, 2015; Chant & Sweetman, 2012).The urgency of this study is
underscored by the need to unlock women'’s full economic potential, especially in the wake of post-
pandemic recovery efforts. With inclusive economic growth hinging on gender equity in
entrepreneurship and mobility, this research contributes to policy, academic, and developmental
interventions aimed at transforming women into agents of socio-economic change.

Methodology

This study employed a mixed-methods approach to gain both quantitative and qualitative insights into
the gender divide and business mobility challenges faced by women entrepreneurs, as perceived by
their children. The research focused on 37 students from the Catholic University of Rwanda, whose
mothers engage in regional and international cross-border trade. This purposive sample was selected
to ensure that participants had direct exposure to the experiences of women entrepreneurs operating
beyond national borders (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). Data collection involved two primary tools:
structured questionnaires and focus group discussions (FGDs). The questionnaires captured
quantitative data on students’ perceptions of key enablers and barriers their mothers face in
conducting business, while the FGDs facilitated a deeper exploration of themes such as gender norms,
legal constraints, and policy awareness. The dual approach allowed triangulation, enhancing the
reliability and validity of findings (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010; Hakizimana, L. 2019).
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Descriptive statistics (e.g., frequency and percentage distributions) were used to summarize students'
responses, particularly on challenges like limited financial access (76%) and socio-cultural biases (81%).
To establish associations between perceived enablers and enhanced mobility, correlation tests were
applied, with significance set at p < 0.05. This inferential method assessed relationships between
variables such as policy support and business mobility outcomes (Bryman, 2016). The justification for
using a mixed-methods design lies in its ability to integrate numerical trends with contextual
narratives. Quantitative data provided measurable evidence, while qualitative insights illuminated
students’ interpretations of their mothers’ resilience and challenges. As Johnson and Onwuegbuzie
(2004) note, mixed-methods enable a comprehensive understanding of complex social phenomena,
especially where gender, mobility, and entrepreneurship intersect.

Gender divide, regional and international business mobility

Key Challenges Faced by Women Entrepreneurs in Regional and International Business Mobility

Women entrepreneurs engaging in regional and international trade continue to encounter systemic
and structural barriers that hinder their business mobility and capacity. This is especially evident
among cross-border traders in East Africa, where women face interlinked financial, social, and legal
challenges (Chowdhury et al., 2018; Kabeer, 2016; UNCTAD, 2020). Insights from 37 students at the
Catholic University of Rwanda, whose mothers are involved in cross-border trade, provide a reflective
lens into these persistent obstacles. Their perspectives confirm the enduring gender divide in
entrepreneurial mobility and underline the importance of addressing key barriers holistically. Access
to financial capital remains a primary constraint, as 76% of students reported that their mothers face
difficulty obtaining loans due to lack of collateral, high interest rates, and discriminatory lending
practices. Microfinance institutions often demand land titles or fixed assets—resources that many
women do not own due to traditional inheritance practices (Aterido, Beck, & lacovone, 2013).
Furthermore, women's businesses tend to be informal or home-based, further complicating access to
credit and investor trust (World Bank, 2019). Students frequently cited examples of their mothers
relying on informal saving groups (tontines) or borrowing from friends at unfavorable terms.
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The inability to access formal finance not only restricts capital flow but also limits women’s capacity to
scale operations or innovate. As Kabeer (2016) points out, economic empowerment is significantly
mediated by financial inclusion. Therefore, without accessible and gender-sensitive financing systems,
women traders remain locked in subsistence-level businesses with limited growth prospects
(Chowdhury et al., 2018). Socio-cultural expectations and patriarchal norms heavily influence women's
participation in trade. According to 81% of student respondents, their mothers are often discouraged
from traveling alone, participating in business networks, or making independent financial decisions.
These restrictions are entrenched in gendered expectations of domestic roles, where
entrepreneurship is viewed as secondary to caregiving responsibilities (Eddleston & Powell, 2008;
Amine & Staub, 2009). Male-dominated business networks also exclude women from accessing vital
market information and mentorship opportunities (Brush et al., 2019). Students reported that their
mothers often face pressure from family members to limit travel, prioritize household duties, or avoid
visibility in business leadership. These testimonies reinforce findings by UNCTAD (2020), which
highlight cultural stigma as a critical barrier to women’s economic autonomy. Consequently, socio-
cultural bias not only affects mobility but also women’s strategic decision-making and confidence in
entrepreneurship. A further 62% of students reported that their mothers are frequently hindered by
complex customs procedures, limited legal literacy, and inconsistencies in cross-border policies. Many
women operate informally due to the complexity of registration processes and fear of taxation, which
in turn exposes them to legal risks and exclusion from institutional support (UNECA, 2017).
Inconsistent tariff structures, lack of gender-sensitive border protocols, and limited understanding of
trade agreements further complicate compliance (OECD, 2021).Student narratives describe instances
where mothers were fined or delayed at border posts due to incorrect documentation or lack of
information. This aligns with research by Gammage et al. (2016), which emphasizes that legal and
regulatory literacy is disproportionately low among women traders. Moreover, the absence of female
representation in policymaking leads to regulations that are blind to women's specific
needs.Operating informally leaves women entrepreneurs exposed to a range of risks including
harassment, exploitation, and financial insecurity. Nearly 70% of student participants indicated that
their mothers have no access to legal protections or business insurance. Informality also disqualifies
them from participating in formal trade finance systems or national development initiatives (ILO, 2018;
Golla et al., 2011). Without business registration, women face constant fear of fines and confiscation
of goods, deterring growth and innovation.The students emphasized that these risks are exacerbated
during political instability or economic downturns, as informal traders are often the first to experience
disruption. Hence, the lack of formal recognition and protection of women-led businesses perpetuates
vulnerability, reinforcing cycles of poverty and exclusion. The findings affirm that women
entrepreneurs face multi-layered challenges in accessing finance, navigating cultural norms,
complying with legal frameworks, and mitigating risks associated with informality. The perspectives
of students at the Catholic University of Rwanda provide invaluable qualitative insights into how these
barriers manifest in real-life scenarios. Policy reforms that promote inclusive financial instruments,
simplify legal procedures, and challenge socio-cultural stereotypes are essential. Moreover,
empowering women with legal literacy and digital tools can foster safer and more dynamic
participation in regional and international trade. As echoed by the students, systemic change is
possible only through collaborative, gender-sensitive approaches that recognize women as
transformative agents of economic development.
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Enablers of Women’s Regional and International Business Mobility

The growing recognition of women entrepreneurs as drivers of inclusive economic development is
transforming how regional and international trade is approached. Despite the entrenched gender
divide, a number of critical enablers are expanding women’s capacity for business mobility across
borders. This study, based on the perceptions of 37 students at the Catholic University of Rwanda
whose mothers are cross-border traders, identifies key enablers: entrepreneurial resilience, regional
integration policies, international business opportunities, and digital platforms. Higher education
institutions such as the Catholic University of Rwanda also play a pivotal role in shaping the next
generation of gender-sensitive leaders and facilitating intergenerational knowledge transfer.
Entrepreneurial Resilience is the most frequently cited enabler (89%), characterized by women’s
adaptability, persistence, and use of informal networks to navigate trade challenges. Resilience
enables women to endure financial instability, navigate discriminatory practices, and leverage familial
and peer support networks for market access (Amine & Staub, 2009; Jamali, 2009; Bullough et al.,
2014). Female traders often face long travel hours, limited infrastructure, and legal restrictions; yet,
their persistent engagement in commerce reflects an inner tenacity and strategic adaptability.
Informal networks allow them to bypass bureaucratic bottlenecks, share market information, and
collectively advocate for better conditions. This resilience not only sustains household livelihoods but
also strengthens community-level economic resilience.
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Fig. 2: Enablers

Regional Integration Policies, including the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) and East
African Community (EAC) protocols, have emerged as instrumental in facilitating cross-border trade
for women (UNECA, 2019; Musonda et al., 2021; Apiko & EcdPM, 2022). These policies reduce tariffs,
streamline customs procedures, and promote gender-responsive trade mechanisms. Women traders
benefit from simplified cross-border documentation, harmonized regulations, and access to broader
markets. However, the effectiveness of these policies is often limited by inconsistent national-level
implementation and lack of awareness among traders. The students emphasized that policy visibility
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and localized education about trade agreements are necessary to improve their mothers’ ability to
leverage these frameworks.

International Business Opportunities (69%) present significant potential for expanding women’s trade
networks. Participation in niche markets, regional and global trade fairs, and digital commerce enables
women to diversify product offerings and access new consumer bases (Brush et al., 2018; Kwami &
Godwyll, 2019; OECD, 2021). Many women-led businesses in Rwanda specialize in agricultural produce,
textiles, and handcrafted goods—products with high international demand when properly branded
and marketed. Trade fairs not only facilitate buyer-seller interactions but also provide exposure to
international standards and entrepreneurial innovation.Digital Platforms (65%) such as e-commerce
websites, mobile money services, and social media marketing tools have transformed how women do
business. They offer secure financial transactions, increased visibility, and a means of customer
engagement (Nambisan, 2017; UNCTAD, 2020; G20 EMPOWER, 2022). For women in informal trade
who lack access to formal banking services, mobile money is a critical tool for managing finances
across borders. Social media, particularly Facebook and WhatsApp, is increasingly used to advertise
products and maintain client relations. Digital literacy and access to reliable internet remain
challenges, but their use is expanding rapidly among entrepreneurial women.Higher education
institutions like the Catholic University of Rwanda play a strategic role in strengthening these enablers.
First, by fostering gender-sensitive research, the university contributes empirical knowledge on
women’s mobility in trade, informing both policy and practice (Leung, 2011; Mlambo-Ngcuka, 2020;
Chisamya et al., 2012). Second, by educating students as future policymakers and entrepreneurs,
institutions shape attitudes toward inclusive development and gender equity. Third, through
entrepreneurship incubation centers and community outreach, universities offer practical support to
women-led businesses—such as training in digital marketing, financial literacy, and export
regulations.Students serve as knowledge bridges between generations, translating academic
knowledge into actionable strategies for their families and communities (Freire, 1970; Sen, 1999;
Tadesse & Kedir, 2020). Their dual exposure, academic and experiential, positions them to drive
intergenerational change. As this study reveals, students not only perceive their mothers as resilient
entrepreneurs but also recognize the systemic barriers that constrain their potential. Empowered
through education, they are uniquely placed to advocate for reforms, support family businesses, and
lead the next wave of inclusive economic transformation.

Perceived Role of Women in Socio-Economic Development

The role of women in socio-economic development, particularly through cross-border trade, is
increasingly acknowledged as fundamental to both household resilience and community
transformation. Among 37 students at the Catholic University of Rwanda whose mothers are engaged
in regional and international trade, there is a strong perception that women entrepreneurs are crucial
agents of economic well-being. Students consistently identified their mothers as primary contributors
to household welfare, financing education, providing healthcare, and ensuring daily sustenance,
despite systemic barriers (Kabeer, 2015; UNCTAD, 2018; Chant & Sweetman, 2012). These women,
according to their children, manage not only the household economy but often act as single-income
providers, emphasizing their role as key economic stabilizers.Beyond their households, women traders
are recognized by their children as contributors to community upliftment. Students recounted how
their mothers formed neighborhood savings groups, offered informal mentoring to young women,
and contributed financially to communal projects such as church fundraising and water access
schemes. These forms of social capital extend the economic footprint of women into the informal
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development sector, reinforcing what Mayoux (2001), Roomi and Parrott (2008), and Jamali (2009)
have highlighted about women entrepreneurs being essential to community-based development.
Furthermore, 73% of students reported that their mothers created informal jobs, employing porters,
vendors, and assistants, showing a direct link between women's trade activities and informal
employment generation.

B Contributions to Household Providing school fees, food, healthcare
Contributions to Household Managing household finances independently
Community Upliftment Supporting neighborhood savings groups
Community Upliftment Mentoring other women traders

B Community Upliftment Contributing to communal services (e.g., water, church)

B Informal Employment Generation Hiring assistants (e.g., porters, vendors)

B Informal Employment Generation Providing skills training to helpers

B Symbolic Role Breaking traditional gender expectations

B Symbolic Role Inspiring other women to pursue trade
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Fig. 3: Students’ Perceptions of Their Mothers’ Contributions and Challenges in Cross-border Trade

Students also emphasized the symbolic role of their mothers in redefining traditional gender roles.
Through regional travel, negotiating across borders, and managing businesses, women traders
challenge norms that position women as passive participants in the economy (Brush, de Bruin, &
Welter, 2009; Oduro & Lawson, 2018; Cornwall & Rivas, 2015). Many students cited their mothers as
role models who inspire other women to engage in entrepreneurial activities. This redefinition has
both social and economic value, breaking intergenerational cycles of gender-based economic
dependency.Statistical analysis, particularly correlation tests, reinforces these qualitative insights. A
significant positive relationship (p < 0.05) was observed between supportive policies (like streamlined
customs regulations or women's trade permits) and increased business mobility. This finding confirms
that institutional backing is crucial to enable women’s cross-border engagement (Hallward-Driemeier
& Gajigo, 2015; IFC, 2017; UN Women, 2020). Similarly, students reported that digital access, such as
mobile money, social media marketing, and online ordering, expanded their mothers’ market reach,
linking digital tools with trade success. This correlates with prior research that found digital platforms
lower transaction costs and improve business visibility (Aterido, Beck, & lacovone, 2013; McKinsey
Global Institute, 2015; G20 Global Partnership, 2016).In conclusion, students at the Catholic University
of Rwanda view their mothers not only as household caretakers but also as dynamic economic agents
reshaping informal trade landscapes. These women drive community development, generate
employment, and symbolically challenge gender norms. To fully unleash this potential, the findings
recommend multi-sectoral reforms: inclusive policies, educational support, digital infrastructure, and
cultural mindset shifts. Recognizing and supporting women as strategic contributors to socio-
economic development is essential for regional growth and gender equity.
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The Role of Men and Boys as Allies in Women'’s Business Mobility

The evolving discourse on gender equality increasingly emphasizes the critical role of men and boys as
allies in advancing women's empowerment, especially in business and mobility. Traditional gender
norms have historically framed entrepreneurship and mobility as masculine domains, contributing to
systemic barriers for women (Connell, 2005; Kabeer, 2012; Flood, 2011 Hakizimana, L., et AL.). Inclusive
gender approaches that actively engage men in challenging these stereotypes are essential. In the
context of cross-border trade, involving men, particularly husbands, brothers, and sons, in supportive
roles enables the dismantling of patriarchal perceptions that confine women to domestic spheres. As
men begin to question and reject limiting gender roles, new pathways for women’s entrepreneurial
freedom emerge. The case of students at the Catholic University of Rwanda reveals growing
awareness among male youth of the need to redefine masculinity through allyship and shared
advocacy for women's economic agency (Jewkes et al., 2015; Barker et al., 2012; Sikweyiya & Jewkes,
2013).A significant insight from the study is the perception of male students regarding their mothers’
resilience and struggles in navigating cross-border business challenges. Many reported a newfound
appreciation of their mothers' dual burden as caregivers and economic contributors. This recognition
is a pivotal step toward transformative gender norms. According to Kimmel (2010), engaging boys in
critical reflections on gender and power relations fosters empathy and a sense of justice, essential for
long-term cultural change. The findings underscore that male students who witnessed their mothers
facing harassment at borders or navigating biased trade systems expressed strong support for
interventions aimed at reducing these barriers. They advocated for inclusive legal reforms, protection
measures, and access to credit, factors that could empower women economically and emotionally
(Cornwall & Edwards, 2010; UN Women, 2020; Morrell et al., 2013).
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Fig. 4: Perceptions of Male Students on Gender Roles and Women’s Business Mobility
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Promoting shared responsibility across family, business, and community life is a transformative
strategy that directly affects women’s capacity to pursue mobility. The study highlights that students,
especially male respondents, support equitable roles in household duties, childcare, and financial
planning. As argued by Chant and Sweetman (2012), the redistribution of unpaid care work is a
cornerstone of economic justice. When men contribute meaningfully at home, women are better
positioned to engage in entrepreneurship and trade. Moreover, shared responsibility fosters mutual
respect and partnership, challenging the notion that leadership and decision-making are inherently
male domains (Esplen & Brody, 2007; Budlender, 2010; Pease, 2010; Hakizimana, L., 2025). Male allies
can use their social capital to influence community attitudes, advocate for women's inclusion in
business forums, and support gender-equity programs.In conclusion, engaging men and boys as allies
is not only a matter of equity but also of effectiveness. Their support can catalyze the dismantling of
entrenched stereotypes and help build enabling environments for women entrepreneurs. From
advocating policy reforms to sharing domestic duties, male allies are essential in ensuring that gender
equality in business is not a women’s issue, but a societal imperative. These findings call for multi-
stakeholder efforts to institutionalize inclusive education, mentorship programs, and gender-
sensitivity training for men and boys, promoting a more just and empowered future.

Comparative Analysis: Regional and Global Contexts on Women Entrepreneurs’ Mobility

Women entrepreneurs across the globe face structural and systemic challenges that limit their full
participation in regional and international trade. In East Africa (EAC), socio-cultural norms and legal
bottlenecks continue to hinder women's mobility and access to cross-border markets. A study by
Uwineza and Pearson (2020) noted that women in EAC face patriarchal norms that restrict ownership
rights, limiting their ability to use assets as collateral. Similarly, Birech (2019) highlighted that non-tariff
barriers such as bribes and harassment at borders disproportionately affect women traders. On the
other hand, enablers such as the East African Community Simplified Trade Regime (STR) and women-
focused cooperatives have been instrumental in promoting mobility and access to regional markets
(Mwangi & Wambugu, 2021). However, despite regional integration frameworks, practical
implementation remains inconsistent across EAC borders.Comparatively, in other African regions like
ECOWAS and SADC, women entrepreneurs also face gendered obstacles, though with varying degrees
of policy intervention. In West Africa, for instance, cross-border women traders encounter similar
socio-legal hurdles as in EAC, but initiatives like ECOWAS Gender Development Centre offer structured
support for women's trade inclusion (Sarr & Kone, 2021). In SADC, women benefit from regional value
chain initiatives, yet are often limited by land ownership disparities and low financial inclusion
(Chikweche & Fletcher, 2018). While both regions demonstrate a recognition of the need for women’s
economic empowerment, policy execution often lacks coordination and sustainability.
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Internationally, especially in developed countries, the dynamics differ significantly. Women in OECD
countries benefit from stronger legal frameworks that promote equal rights to property, credit access,
and business ownership (World Bank, 2021). Cultural barriers are also less institutionalized, and women
benefit from advanced digital infrastructure and networks that enhance their global trade
engagement (Buvinic & O’Donnell, 2020). Moreover, supportive business ecosystems, mentorship,
and innovation hubs are more accessible to women in developed economies (Brush et al., 2018). In
contrast, women in developing countries, including much of Africa, remain constrained by informal
economies, poor access to capital, and limited legal protection.Rwanda, though progressive in gender
equality policies, can draw important lessons from countries like Canada, Sweden, and South Korea
where gender-inclusive trade policies are embedded in national strategies. For instance,
Canada’s Gender-Based Analysis Plus (GBA+) is a model Rwanda could adopt to assess trade policy
impacts on different gender groups (Global Affairs Canada, 2022). Similarly, Sweden’s integration of
gender equality in all public procurement processes ensures economic inclusivity. Rwanda should also
enhance its digital infrastructure to improve women’s access to e-commerce platforms and global
markets, emulating South Korea’s support programs for women-led startups. In conclusion, while
regional disparities exist, a common theme is the resilience of women entrepreneurs amid structural
challenges. The Rwandan experience, informed by student perceptions, aligns with continental and
global realities: women entrepreneurs are potent economic actors constrained by entrenched
barriers. Policy reform, digital inclusion, and cross-sector collaboration are essential to unleashing their
full potential.

Strategic Interventions and Recommendations for Enhancing Regional and International Business
Mobility of Women Entrepreneurs

The study conducted among 37 students at the Catholic University of Rwanda provides a unique lens
into the experiences of women entrepreneurs in cross-border trade, as perceived through the lives of
their mothers. Based on student insights and empirical analysis, this section outlines strategic
interventions and recommendations necessary to dismantle systemic gendered barriers. These
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interventions center around policy reform, education, cultural mindset shifts, digital inclusion, and
multi-stakeholder partnerships.Legal complexity and restrictive regulatory environments remain
among the most cited barriers to women's cross-border trade participation (UNCTAD, 2019; Shepherd
& Twum, 2021; Mukasa, 2020). In the study, 62% of students reported their mothers face challenges
linked to border regulations, including bureaucracy, bribery, and corruption. These constraints reflect
gender-insensitive trade frameworks that fail to address the unique realities of women traders. Legal
reform must prioritize the simplification of customs procedures, harmonization of regional trade laws,
and enforcement of gender-specific protections in trade protocols. Faith-based institutions,
particularly churches, can complement policy efforts by lobbying for ethical governance and
advocating gender justice (Cornwall & Rivas, 2015; Karam, 2017; Zwart, 2022). In the Rwandan context,
religious institutions hold moral authority and can influence legislative discourse and
implementation.Educational intervention is essential to address the skill gaps that impede women’s
business growth. The study found that 81% of students believed their mothers lacked adequate
financial and legal knowledge, which hindered expansion into international markets. Training in
financial literacy, negotiation, market intelligence, and legal compliance is fundamental for success in
transboundary commerce (World Bank, 2020; Golla et al., 2011; Ndirangu, 2022).Faith-based
organizations in Rwanda have historically been involved in providing vocational and entrepreneurial
training, and they can serve as key delivery mechanisms for community-based education programs
(Kabeer, 2005; Buvinic et al., 2012; Mukamana, 2021). Such training initiatives should be aligned with
regional trade needs and integrated into national women’s empowerment strategies.
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Fig. 6: Key Enablers and Challenges Faced by Women Entrepreneurs

The deep-rooted perception that cross-border trade is a male-dominated domain remains a significant
deterrent. Students described how gendered stereotypes shaped their mothers' experiences,
reducing their perceived legitimacy in commercial negotiations. Changing mindsets requires
community mobilization, educational campaigns, and targeted media efforts that redefine women’s
roles in the economy (Narayan et al., 2010; Banda & Meerkotter, 2019; Gichohi, 2023).Religious and
traditional leaders must be engaged as agents of change, leveraging their influence to challenge
patriarchal norms and promote inclusive economic participation. Their involvement is especially crucial

11



Mutoniwase en, 2026

in rural areas where formal education has limited reach.The increasing digitization of trade processes
poses both opportunities and risks for women. Students acknowledged that while their mothers
benefit from digital platforms, limited digital literacy and infrastructure gaps remain barriers. Access
to mobile banking, e-commerce, and regional trade platforms can boost women’s business reach,
provided they are adequately trained and supported (GSMA, 2021; OECD, 2020; Chigbu et al.,
2022).Investment in affordable internet access, digital skill-building, and female-focused technology
hubs is needed. Collaboration between universities, tech companies, and the government can foster
inclusive innovation ecosystems for women entrepreneurs.The study underscores the necessity of
coordinated efforts across sectors. Government institutions must spearhead reform and monitoring
mechanisms, while the private sector and civil society deliver capacity-building and finance.
Universities like the Catholic University of Rwanda can conduct research and offer academic
incubation spaces for women-led start-ups (Ahl & Nelson, 2015; GIZ, 2022; IFAD, 2018).Current gaps in
policy implementation include weak oversight, limited female representation in policy spaces, and
poor accountability structures. Setting measurable outcomes and performance indicators, such as
increased cross-border business registrations by women or reductions in harassment cases, is vital for
tracking progress.Furthermore, border security reforms must ensure safe mobility corridors for
women traders. Legal protections must criminalize gender-based violence at borders, while law
enforcement must receive gender-sensitivity training. Creating complaint channels and mobile legal
aid units will enhance women's safety and trust in the system (UN Women, 2017; ILO, 2019; EASSI,
2023).

Empowering women entrepreneurs for regional and international mobility requires a multifaceted,
culturally-sensitive, and data-driven approach. As reflected by the Catholic University of Rwanda’s
students, women's resilience must be matched by systemic support—through simplified laws, quality
education, cultural transformation, digital access, and collaborative governance. With deliberate and
inclusive strategies, women can become transformative agents in Africa’s economic integration.

Conclusion

This study confirms the hypothesis that despite systemic gender-based obstacles, targeted enablers
and strategic interventions can significantly improve women’s participation in regional and
international trade. Drawing from the perceptions of 37 students at the Catholic University of Rwanda
whose mothers engage in cross-border commerce, the findings highlight critical barriers that persist.
Socio-cultural biases were the most cited challenge, with 81% of respondents noting that traditional
gender roles restrict women’s autonomy in business. Additionally, 76% reported limited access to
finance due to discriminatory lending practices, while 62% highlighted restrictive legal frameworks,
including complex customs procedures and inadequate legal literacy. These barriers not only hinder
business growth but also reinforce economic exclusion.Yet, amid these constraints, the study
identifies key enablers that significantly enhance women’s entrepreneurial mobility. Entrepreneurial
resilience stood out prominently, with 89% of students acknowledging their mothers’ adaptability and
perseverance. International business opportunities were noted by 69%, while 65% recognized the
growing influence of digital platforms such as mobile money and social media in expanding market
access. Regional integration policies like those under AfCFTA and EAC were identified by 57% as
essential tools for facilitating cross-border trade.The role of women entrepreneurs in socio-economic
development is central. According to the students, 92% of their mothers were primary providers of
school fees, food, and healthcare. Additionally, 73% created informal employment, while 68%
contributed to community development projects. These findings illustrate that women are not only
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economic agents within their households but also catalysts for broader societal transformation.To
build on this foundation, future research should incorporate longitudinal data and larger, more diverse
samples beyond the university context. Deeper exploration is needed on the long-term effects of
business mobility on family well-being, gender differences in business scalability, and the impact of
regional trade policies on both rural and urban women. The hypothesis has been robustly verified.
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