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Abstract 
Purpose: Informal entrepreneurship dominates emerging economies as means of self- employment yet governments suppress or ignore them, yet their potential role is significant in poverty reduction. Eswatini’s informal entrepreneurs are repressed, not supported, ignored and forced to comply especially those in the rural areas of Eswatini. Additionally, emerging economies such as Eswatini still view informal entrepreneurship from the same angle as developed economies. This paper explores the role of informal entrepreneurs (IE) in emerging economies especially in rural areas. 
Method:  This paper has employed a qualitative approach to primarily collect data through face-to-face interviews from 18 informal participants in the rural areas of Eswatini covering all the four regions to establish the potential contribution of informal entrepreneurs through employment creation and improving livelihood of their families in the rural areas of Eswatini. Data was analyzed using thematic analysis to identify key patterns in entrepreneurial contribution towards the economy. 
Findings: Findings reveal that informal entrepreneurs significantly contribute to local employment creation and household livelihood resilience. However, their potential is constrained by regulatory pressures, limited institutional support and exclusion from formal economic systems. The study further highlights how informal entrepreneurs navigate these constraints through adaptive and community -based strategies.
Research Limitations: The limitation of the study is that it is a cross sectional designed and relied on self-supported data which may not capture longitudinal dynamics of informal entrepreneurial activities.
Practical Limitation: The study suggests a need for policy re-orientation towards inclusive frameworks that recognize informal entrepreneurs as complementary economic actors rather than regulatory subjects.
Impact:  The paper enhances existing literature theoretically and provides empirical evidence from rural areas in emerging economies. The article also serves to guide policy makers and economies to view and embrace informal entrepreneurs as important contributors and should be treated as complimentary to the formal enterprises against viewing them as obnoxious entities in a developing economy.
Original value: This study contributes to literature by providing context specific empirical insights from rural Eswatini, by highlighting the misalignment between formal regulatory frameworks and informal economic realities in emerging economies.
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1. Introduction 

Informal entrepreneurship has become a defining feature of economic activity in emerging economies, particularly wityhing rural regions where formal employment opportunities remainnlimited (Simba et al 2023:Salvi et al 2023). Estimates suggest that a substantial proportion of the global workforce operates within the informal economy, highlighting its significance as livelihood strategy rather than merely a marginal economic activity. Despite this, informal entrepreneurs are  frequently positioned as regulatory subjects rather than economic  contributores, particularly in developing contexts where institutional frameworks are often misaligned with local realities.
 Exisiring literature presents a divided perspectoive on informal entrepreneurship. On one hand it is viwied as a driver of job creation, income generation  and poverty reduction (Henderson and Ross, 2025: Williams 2021). These conflicting perspective are largely grounded in studies conducted in urban or mixed settings, with limited attention ngiven to rural environments where institutional constraints are more promounced.
Eswatini is grappling with high un-employment rate (49.3%) especially in the rural areas where most of the people lack jobs and sources of income Eswatini faces major socio-economic challenges which emanates form institutional failures, including unemployment and poverty in the rural areas of the small developing economy in Africa (Eswatini 2023). Eswatini is grappling with efforts to create jobs through policy reforms (International Labour Organisation, 2025). However, informal entrepreneurship (IE) in many states including Eswatini have the potential to relieve the governments of its socials ills by playing an essential role through providing jobs and reducing poverty amongst rural poor people (Handerson and Ross 2025: Simba et al 2023). 
Drawing on institutional theory, this study argues that informal entreprenurship in rural contexts cannot be fully understood without examining how entrepreneurs navigate institutional voids, regulatorys pressures, and limited access to formal support systems. In such environments, informal entrepreneuership is not merely a deviation from formal structures but an adaptive response to systematic constraints (Pesambili 2025). 
 Although prior studies have explored informal entrepreneurship in emerging economies, there remains a significant gap in understanding its role in rural African contexts, particularly in Eswatini.

Specifically, limited research has examined how informal entreprenurs contribute to  livelihood outcomes while operating unders restrictive institutional conditions (Naeem et al 2023). Accordingly, this study addresses the following research questions:
How do informal entrepreneurs in rural Eswatini navigate institutional constratints to sustain livelihoods and generate economic value?

The study makes three key contributions.
First it extends institutional theory by contextualising informal entrepreneurship within the rural resource-constrtained environments.
Second, it provides emeprirical insights into the lived experiences of the informal  entrepreneurs in Eswatini, a context that remains underrepresented in the literature.
Third, it offers policy-relevent insights by highlighting the need for inclusive frameowrks that recognise informal entrepreneurship as a complimentary component of economic development (Simba et al 2023).

2. Informal Entrepreneurship: A definition

There are several definitions of informal entrepreneurship across the globe, adopted by different economies and academia. In a nutshell there is no single universal phenomena to define the term informal entrepreneurship, however, some use the definition of black economic activities, or unstructured, shadow and  hidden activities (Etefa  2023) while some researchers define it from the perspective of none registration and none conformity to regulation due to high cost and over regulation (Assis et al 2023:Laing et al 2022:Mazlan et al, 2021). Some scholars used the survivalist entrepreneurship phenomena, opining that it arises from a necessity driven perspective as they operate only at subsistence and survivalist level (Tshuma et al, 2025: Scholars define informal entrepreneurship from the perspective of institutional perspective as they opined that it’s when entrepreneurs are not registered, un-regulated, un taxed as they operate their economic activities Pesambili (2025): Chinki & Saifullah (2025): Ejiogu et al (2022). Meanwhile, Salvi et al (2023) strongly argued that informal entrepreneurs globally, are commonly seen as small producers, characterized by low production levels and labour intensive activities that are hidden from authorities. Contrary to the above definitions, Laing et al (2022) and Ademola et al (2015) had earlier asserted that informal entrepreneurship individuals operate the same way with their formal counter parts except that, they have a hidden culture of not being detected or known through registration. Meanwhile, Santos et al (2020) opined that informal entrepreneurship is a double edged sword, this can be interpreted to mean that it has both positive and negative effect on the economy, which underpins the importance of investigating the role in each and every specific economy.

3. Informal Entrepreneurship globally

Poverty in rural areas of emerging economies is prevalent, yet informal entrepreneurship is essential to economic development especially in under-saved communities (Simba et al. 2023). Earlier, ILO (2018) had stated that informal entrepreneurs account for about 60% of the workforce in the world, especially in developing economies. Pesambili (2025) also opined that un registered and informal entrepreneurs play a significant role in the economy as they drive employment and poverty reduction in developing states. Subsequently, the assertation demonstrate that the role of informal entrepreneurship in developed economies is quite significant if they can account for such a big population in emerging economies.  Salinas et al (2018) had earlier stated that IEs do positively impact emerging economies as they create employment and become a source of income in the Latin American space. Mukherjee (2016) earlier stated that the informal sector is a huge one and opined that it will persist while it acts as a boon to the formal entrepreneurs, especially because they supply the formal sector with cheaper goods and services as compared to their counterparts in the formal sector under the Indian economy.  
In the context of Latino, Assis et al (2023) opined that IEs are dominating the globe and if ignored they can bring obnoxious effect to sustainable development of an economy. The scholars further opined that IEs have a negative effect on formal business as they act outside the formal chain, however  do provide a relief in terms of temporal jobs. Subsequently, IEs should not be ignored by any developing economy, but should be transformed into an attractive option as they create jobs for the poor people in developing economies across the globe (Estrimi et al (2024):Salvi et al 2023).
Earlier, Musara and Nieuwenhuizen (2020): Mukherjee (2016) strongly suggested that IEs contribute about 60% GDP of the economy in emerging economies and also play a critical role in addressing socio economic ills that are facing the world. They continue to opine that regardless of the huge role they play, still less attention and focus is given to the Informal entrepreneurship sector especially in the African space.

Simba et al (2023), Further stated that informal entrepreneurs are not only essential, but should not be treated with inferiority approach but need to be understood and developed further to assist the emerging economies. The scholars continue to assert that the informal entrepreneurs form a mutual relationship with the formal sectors  they supply goods to the formal sector a better price, thus should be viewed as a continuum of the business eco system towards economic development. Furthermore, Etefa (2023) had opined that the informal economy contributes significantly to the livelihood of urban poor people in Ethopia and also achieve poverty reduction for the urban poor population. The scholar continue to argue that many economies have identified the role of the IEs thus are in the process of introducing policies to encourage the IEs.

Contrary to the findings above, some researcher opine that informality is seen as undesirable activity as they view IEs as negative, often referred to as shadow and dark economy( Bolarinwa and Simatele 2023).
In the context of Zimbabwe, Gunhidzirai and Tanga (2017) had found that IEs are not necessarily the right mechanism for poverty reduction as a few manage to be afloat. However their study did attest to the fact that IEs do earn income form their entrepreneurial activities. In a recent study carried out in Zimbabwe, Tshuma et al  (2025) asserted that survivalist entrepreneurs commonly known as IEs contribute to economic activity even though they may not propel the economy due to the fact that they operate at subsistence level. 
Additionally, Kouam (2024), suggested that informal entrepreneurs in Cameroon play the role model effect as some more young people seem to aspire to run their businesses based on the success of the others they see, however the scholar further suggested the need to align the education to improve and boost the appetite of entrepreneurship. Subsequently, Laing et al (2020) had earlier found that informal entrepreneurship activities create employment for people, even though in-comparable to the formal enterprises, and they further asserted that informal entrepreneurs reflect the entrepreneurial role model effect on other people. This is to say, they have a positive outlook as more people will be attracted to start operating a business as they copy those operating. This will at the end increase a number of people with some sort of income and stimulate economic growth. 
Furthermore, Mbena and Yeboah (2024): Bureu and Fendt (2011) strongly opined that informal entrepreneurship create value even though some activities negate the economy, and suggested that peoples behaviours turn to have a direct influence on starting a business and formalise it. This averment brings a dimension that needs to be explored too, to harness the starting of business which literature above have found to have a positive trajectory to the economy of developing states. The averments by the authors creates more interest for researchers since it shows that 
Subsequently, these informal entrepreneurs are not starting the business by choice but are compelled to start the business activities due to socio-cultural, socio-political and socio economic factors from the state, which needs to improve access to finance and infrastructure at the end to (Ejiogu et al (2022):Othman et al (2022): Ault and Spicer (2022). Further, in study carried on women in South African IEs, Ndlovu and Nesamvumi (2022) opined that IEs are a strong pathway for many women who live in rural areas, especially in developing economies. Especially, due to the lack of opportunities that should be presented by the formal sector, these rural folks have no other option by to think out of the box and create income generation activities in the rural areas ( Fourie, Saayman and Blaauw (2025). Subsequently, Nkonde and Utete  (2024) in a study carried out in South Africa suggested that IEs are seen and projected as one of the important economic engines that can be primarily used to develop the economy of a state face with socio-economic challenges.
 Further, informal entrepreneurship in the context of Africa which is dominated by emerging economies play a good role as they drive economic growth and development, while care must be exercised in middle income countries as they have a negative effect (Bolarinwa & Simatele, 2023). Supporting the above scholars, Autio et al (2025) also states that IEs hamper the overall growth of the economy as they compete and negate the formal entrepreneurs who have the potential to contribute to economic growth. This averment creates a research gap and demonstrate a need to keep a constant and a closer look through research as it clearly shows that the role of IEs differ according the economic status of a country. Further, Santos et al (2020) had strongly argued that IEs have a negative impact on the capital flows and GDP of a developed economy. Consequently, informal entrepreneurial activities increases as a result of weak institutions as they choose to operate under the radar due to un friendly polices by the institutions (Junaid et al 2025). 

Subsequently, based on the above literature, the stand-off position in theory creates a gap in theory, thus creating an need of exploring the role of IEs across the globe especially in developing economies. This is underpinned by the fact that different economies have different socio-economic, socio-cultural and socio-political land scape which does not allow generalisation to be used across the sphere. Therefore the study was commissioned to explore the actual role of IEs in the context of the economy of the Kingdom of Eswatini an emerging economy in the Southern African space.




4.0 Entrepreneurship creating jobs and improving livelihood

Earlier, Hildago (2029) in a study carried out in Philippine found that informal entrepreneurs earn a modest net income on daily basis  which is above the subsistence level ,thus is seen to improve the status level of the IEs. Subsequently, literature seem to suggest that entrepreneurship is a vital practice for economic growth, especially for developing economies (Ike 2025: Guha et al 2022). Poverty reduction is the major topic for economies and the intervention sought is through different strategies, entrepreneurship is amongst those strategies. Recently, Olabintan et al (2026) strongly suggest that entrepreneurship, either in formal or informal set up is a viable approach towards poverty reduction, they continued to even state the specific type of entrepreneurship activities that are sustainable as the service and artisanal service provision. 
Subsequently, Guha et al (2022), suggested that entrepreneurship is a significant contributor  to job creation, improved living standards of people through improving the quality of life. They continued to argue that entrepreneurs create jobs that have a potential to improve the  quality of life. The assertion by the authors suggest that employees get better jobs and become happy and eventually improve even the life of their family. Despite, the state of formality or informal, any business start-up has the potential of bringing in regular income for the entrepreneurs and the people that work in that business which improves the buying power for that person and largely improves the quality of life (Onalo & Ogwuche, 2025).  Onale and Ogweche (2025) carried a study in entrepreneurship education and they found that entrepreneurship largely improves innovation, creates jobs, thus suggest that education curriculum should include entrepreneurship classes to eventually reduce un employment for developing states. Additionally, Sortono et al (2023), suggested that the entrepreneurial practice of people have a the ability to start businesses that can survive business challenges even during epic pandemics. This is to say the resilience demonstrated by entrepreneurs needs to be fostered so that entrepreneurs can create jobs during problematic times of pandemics. 

Subsequently, Azamat et al (2023), opined that entrepreneurship around the globe brings positive outlook for any economy and significantly reduce poverty. This is to say that governments need to align their policies towards encouraging all forms entrepreneurship. In accord with all the authors of entrepreneurship, Soti (2022) underscored the importance of supporting entrepreneurs as great proponents of economic growth and job creation as they turn to be more labour intensive especially for growing economies. Further, Bolarinwa and Simatele (2023) strongly suggested that informal businesses are a must for African growing economies  to drive growth and development such that it subsequently address the issue of poverty reduction. However, these are still not supported due to weak institutional setbacks, (Junaid et al 2025) despite the minimal support, entrepreneurs seem to critical contribute positively especially in the two major factors, job creation and livelihood thus eventually contributing towards poverty reduction (Chinki and Madhepur 2025: Ozgur et al 2020). Inlight of the literature, emerging economies need to review their policy stance,  review the repression and go with support initiatives to foster economic growth. 

5.0 Methodology

This research adopted the qualitative phenomenological approach to explore the role of informal entrepreneurship in the rural areas of Eswatini using semi structured interviews. The unit of analysis in this study is the participant who runs an informal business in the rural areas of Eswatini. Ethical approval was sought from the researcher’s university, led by their guidelines. The interview questions were coded to maintain confidentiality and anonymity of the respondents, while the purpose of the study, the right to participate or withdraw, consent was sought before starting the interview process. During the face to face interview process the researcher transcribed the responses on paper, adjacent to the interview question and simultaneously recorded the session for back up purposes. The collected primary data was then analysed manually and verified through the use of Nvivo software. The phenomenological approach was adopted in order to attract views and lived experiences of the participants in the informal entrepreneurship and in the rural areas. Results were fed and presented in a chart and graph that show the final results of the outcomes of running informal businesses in rural areas of Eswatini an emerging economy in Africa. The researcher used purposive sampling and subsequently, snowball sampling was adopted to target relevant participants during the data collection stage. The researcher conducted the interviews through a face to face with each participants. Subsequently, there were 18 participants from all 4 regions representing the IE population in the whole country. The views of the participants, on how being engaged and running of their informal businesses have changed their lives, their community and economic status is projected in the results.


6.0 Results 

The findings discussed the actual outcomes  considered to be realised by the participants as  a results of operating their informal business activities in these rural areas of Eswatini. Participants mention that they now can afford to have a steady income through self-employment from their business which the result in financial stability for the whole family of the participants. Further participants state they achieved improved livelihood of the whole family as there is now affordability due to the income earned. Subsequently, all the respondents indicated that they have mitigated or improved their living conditions after starting their  businesses. Some of the participants also opined that some of the community members get inspired by those in business operation, thus more and more start the businesses, which in the long run realise job creation for those that have been inspired.
The figure 1, below demonstrate the two major outcomes that have been demonstrated by the participants after starting their business operation. The figure below demonstrate the two main ones namely job creation and improved livelihood of rural people engaged in informal business.




Figure 1

Source: Researchers work (2026)
As the participants engage in informal activities, they immediately realise two basic outcomes. Firstly, the fact that IEs wake up daily to operate their business activities is a form of employment. Secondly the fact that they earn daily ,means that they can now afford to buy basic family needs thus improving their livelihood as shown by the gears above.

7.0 Discussions

The results of the current study indicate that the participants highlighted 2 major achievements  where they all attested that these are the positive outcomes of their informal entrepreneurship activities. These outcomes include improved livelihood, job creation. There are more outcomes according to the findings of the study, however the study seek to focus on the 2 main ones as demonstrated in figure 1.

7.1Job creation: 
The findings reveal that informal entrepreneurship functions as a primary   mechanism of self-employment in rural Eswatini, where formal job opportunities are severely limited. Rather than representing marginal economic activity, informal entrepreneurship emerges as a structural response to constrained labour markets. From the perspective of Institutional theory, this reflects the presence of institutional voids, where formal employment systems fail to absorb the labour force, thereby pushing individuals into alternative economic activities.
Importantly, the study demonstrates that informal entrepreneurs do not only create employment for themselves but also generates  additional micro-level employment opportunities within their communities. While these jobs are small in scale, their cumulative impact is significant in rural settings characterised  by high unemployment rates. This finding challenges the dominant narrative that informal entrepreneurship lacks broader economic value, suggesting instead that its contribution should be evaluated at the community level rather than through macroeconomic indicators alone.This finding on job creation  is in line with Tshuma et al (2025): Laing et al (2022) who opined that self-employment have a positive effect on the economy of low income countries .



7.2 Improved living conditions: 
The findings show that since the informal entreprenurs started their businesses, as a strong mechanism for livelihood improvement through affording to meet basic needs like food and shelter. The finding suggest that the informal entrepreneurs start theirs business due to the environments they find themselves in. they start they businesses as they a re faced with unemployment or rejected by the labour market. This finding further creates a narrative that informal entrepreneurship is a creation of institutional setbacks and failures as they act due to ythe environment and or situation they are faced with. The finding enriches literature as it shows that social, cultural and political  environments influence informal entreprenurship formation (Woodhouse 2024).


7.3 Community Development
The findings also identifies a community-level spillover effect, whereby successful informal entrepreneurs inspire others within their locality to engage in similar business  activities. This “role model effect” suggests that informal entrepreneurship contributes not only to individual livelihoods but also to the diffusion of entrepreneurial behaviour within rural communities.
This finding adds a new dimension to the literature by highlighting the social embeddedness of informal entrepreneurship subscribing to the institutional theory. Rather than operating in isolation, informal entrepreneurs influence broader economic participation through informal knowledge sharing and observational learning. This reinforces the idea that informal entrepreneurship operates within a socially embedded system, where community dynamics play a critical role in shaping economic activity.
7.4 Government constraints
The findings further reveal that informal entrepreneurs operate under persistent regulatory pressure and limited institutional support, often experiencing enforcement actions rather than facilitation. This reflects a misalignment between formal regulatory frameworks and the lived realities of rural entrepreneurs. This finding also show a strong alignment to the institutional theory. From an Institutional Theory perspective, such conditions illustrate how formal institutions can inadvertently constrain economic participation when they fail to accommodate context-specific needs. Rather than integrating informal entrepreneurs into the broader economic system, current regulatory approaches appear to reinforce their marginalisation.
This finding contributes to the ongoing debate on informality by suggesting that the persistence of informal entrepreneurship is not merely a result of individual choice but is structurally shaped by institutional inadequacies. It also provides empirical support for calls to shift from enforcement-based approaches towards more inclusive and supportive policy frameworks.
This study makes several important contributions to the literature on informal entrepreneurship. First, it extends Institutional Theory by demonstrating how informal entrepreneurship functions as an adaptive mechanism within rural institutional voids. Secondly, it provides empirical evidence from an under-researched context, highlighting the role of informal entrepreneurs in generating micro-level employment and stabilising household livelihoods. Third, it challenges dominant narratives that frame informal entrepreneurship as purely marginal or detrimental, showing instead that its impact is context-dependent and socially embedded.

8. Conclusions and Recommendations

8.1 Conclusions
This study examined the role of informal entrepreneurship in sustaining livelihoods within the institutionally contrained context of rural Eswatini. The findings that informal entrepreneurship functionsas a critical economic mechanism, enabling self employment,generating micro-level job opportunities, and supporting incremental improvements in household walfare.These outcomes highlights the significance of informal entreprenurship not as peripheral activity, but as a central component of rural economic systems. Drawing on institutional theory, the study shows that informal entrepreneurship emerges as an adaptive response to institutional voids, where formal systems fail to provide adequate employment opportunities and support structures.
In this context, informal entrepreneurs rely on embedded strategies to navigate regulatory pressures and resource constratints. This extends exisiting literature by demonstrating that the contribution of informal entrepreneurship is highly context-dependent, particularly within rural environments characterised by weak institutional support.
The study further challenges dominant narratives that frame informal entrepreneurship as inherently marginal or detrimental to the economic development. Instead the findings suggest that informal entrepreneurship plays a stabilising role in vulnerable economies by reducing dependency on the state and enabling decentralised economic participation. However, its potential remains constraint by exclusionary regulatory frameworks and lack of institutional support.
Overall, the study contributes to literature by providing empirical evidence from an  under-researched context and by advancing an institutional perspective that recognises informal entreprenurship as a complementary, rather than oppositional, component of economic development.


8.2 Recommendations.

The study strongly recommend that emerging economies need to reform supportive policy, to  accommodate the rural informal entrepreneurship efforts of the poor people who are under privileged in terms of job opportunities. The study further suggest, that the state should invest more on research and engagement of the rural informal entrepreneurs to understand their challenges in starting up businesses, with an intention to mitigate the challenges as it has been confirmed by this study through supporting literature form other emerging economies that informal entrepreneurship play acritical role in economic development of rural areas and summarily create jobs and improve people’s lives over time. 
We strongly recommend that public institutions should make budgets for supporting informal business start-up in rural areas of Eswatini so that more rural people can start businesses and create self-employment, thus improving the economy of the country in the rural setting.
The study further suggest that public institutions must revise and remove the repression and or enforcement policy that marginalisebyinformal entrepreurship, but instead harness to their  resourcefulness as they create a better future than the under developed settimngs they stay in. 

9. Future Research
Future research should explore longitudinal dynamics of informal entreprenurship to better  understand how livelihood outcomes evolve over time. 

10. Limitation of the study
Addititonally, comparative studies across different rural contexts would provide deeper insights into how varying institutional environmemnts shape informal entrepreneurial activities.

11.Originality
This study contributes to literature by providing context specific empirical insights from rural Eswatini an emerging economy with unique socio economic and socio-cultural conditions, by highlighting the misalignment between formal regulatory frameworks and informal economic realities in emerging economies.
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