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Abstract 

This article examines social entrepreneurship as a catalyst for women's empowerment in rural 

areas of Morocco. It highlights the role of women's cooperatives, envisioned as a social 

enterprise model capable of reducing gender disparities and stimulating inclusive development. 

Based on a literature review and qualitative data gathered through semi-structured interviews, 

this study identifies the systemic obstacles and opportunities offered by social entrepreneurship 

to improve the economic and social conditions of rural Moroccan women. The focus is on how 

these cooperatives enable women to overcome traditional barriers, gain financial independence, 

and actively participate in the development of their communities. The article also highlights the 

ongoing challenges, particularly in terms of access to finance, training, and markets, while 

suggesting concrete and actionable ways to enhance the impact of these initiatives. The study's 

findings underscore the transformative potential of cooperatives, while also acknowledging the 

need for multi-faceted support to ensure their long-term sustainability. 

Keywords: Social entrepreneurship, women's empowerment, rural areas, cooperatives, 

Morocco, inclusive development, gender equality. 
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Résumé 

Cet article se penche sur l'entrepreneuriat social comme catalyseur de l'émancipation féminine 

dans les zones rurales du Maroc. Il met en exergue le rôle des coopératives de femmes, 

envisagées comme un modèle d'entreprise sociale à même de réduire les disparités de genre et 

de stimuler un développement inclusif. S'appuyant sur une recension des écrits et des données 

qualitatives issues d'entretiens semi-directifs, cette étude cerne les obstacles systémiques et les 

perspectives offertes par l'entrepreneuriat social pour bonifier les conditions économiques et 

sociales des Marocaines rurales. L'accent est mis sur la manière dont ces coopératives 

permettent aux femmes de s'affranchir des carcans traditionnels, d'acquérir une autonomie 

financière et de s'investir activement dans l'essor de leurs communautés. L'article met aussi en 

lumière les défis persistants, notamment en matière d'accès aux financements, à la formation et 

aux marchés, tout en suggérant des pistes concrètes et réalisables pour amplifier l'impact de ces 

initiatives. Les résultats de l'étude soulignent le potentiel transformateur des coopératives, tout 

en reconnaissant la nécessité d'un soutien multidimensionnel pour assurer leur pérennité à long 

terme. 

Introduction 

Social entrepreneurship is emerging as a promising vehicle for sustainable development, 

reconciling economic and social imperatives, particularly in reducing gender inequalities 

(Austin, Stevenson, & Wei-Skillern, 2006; Defourny & Nyssens, 2010). In rural Morocco, 

women face structural obstacles that limit their economic and social participation. These 

obstacles include restricted access to education, economic resources, land, and leadership 

opportunities (World Bank, 2019; Food and Agriculture Organization, 2018). Rural women are 

often marginalized, with a higher illiteracy rate than men (41.9% compared to 22.2% in 2014, 

according to the High Commission for Planning, 2019, data from the 2014 census) and limited 

participation in decision-making (High Commission for Planning, 2019). Women's 

cooperatives, as an embodiment of social entrepreneurship, offer a tangible response to 

encourage women's economic and social empowerment (Charmes, 2015; Mayoux, 2001). They 

constitute a business model that allows women to organize collectively, pool their resources, 

and market their products while benefiting from mutual support and knowledge sharing. 

This article aims to analyze the dynamics of social entrepreneurship in Morocco, focusing on 

its impact on the empowerment of rural women. This research takes place in a context marked 

by a significant increase in the number of women's cooperatives in Morocco, which rose from 

528 in 2006 to 5794 in 2020 (Economic, Social and Environmental Council [CESE], 2021, for 

2020 data; the 2015 report deals with data prior to that date), but also by persistent constraints 

that hinder their full contribution to development. Despite this growth, many cooperatives 

struggle to achieve economic viability and generate a significant impact on the lives of their 

members (Benhabib & Radouane, 2019). The article aims to explore the factors that contribute 

to the success or failure of these initiatives, highlighting good practices and lessons learned. 

Research Problem and Questions 

The central research problem of this article is: How does social entrepreneurship, and more 

specifically women's cooperatives, contribute to the empowerment of women in rural Morocco? 

This central question explores the relationship between a specific economic model 

(cooperatives) and the improvement of the economic and social status of women in a particular 
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context (rural areas of Morocco). It seeks to understand not only whether cooperatives have an 

impact but also how this impact manifests itself and what the underlying mechanisms are. 

This problem leads to the following questions: 

• What is the role of women's cooperatives in improving the economic and social 

conditions of rural women in Morocco? 

• What are the main challenges hindering the development and effectiveness of women's 

cooperatives in rural areas? 

• What are the key levers and opportunities to maximize the impact of social 

entrepreneurship on the empowerment of rural women? (Ajout de "clé") 

Research Objectives 

The objectives of this research are: 

• Identify and analyze the roles of women's cooperatives in the economic and social 

development of rural Moroccan women. This objective aims to provide a 

comprehensive overview of the various functions performed by cooperatives, going 

beyond simple income generation to include aspects of training, capacity building, 

solidarity, and social cohesion. It involves understanding how cooperatives act as 

vectors of multidimensional development for women. 

• Examine and understand the main challenges faced by these social entrepreneurship 

initiatives. This involves conducting an in-depth analysis of the obstacles encountered 

by cooperatives, classifying them by category (financial, organizational, cultural, etc.) 

and evaluating their impact on the performance of cooperatives. This analysis will help 

to better target future interventions to support these initiatives. 

• Propose strategic recommendations to strengthen the impact of cooperatives on 

women's empowerment and their contribution to local development. This objective aims 

to formulate concrete and realistic proposals, based on the research results, to improve 

the effectiveness of cooperatives and maximize their contribution to women's 

empowerment and the development of rural areas. These recommendations will be 

addressed to the various stakeholders involved: public authorities, civil society 

organizations, financial institutions, and the cooperatives themselves. 

1. Literature Review 

This research is situated within an interdisciplinary field of study, mobilizing concepts and 

approaches from social and solidarity economy, gender studies, development sociology, and 

development economics. The literature review is structured around three main axes: (1) the 

conceptual framework of social entrepreneurship, emphasizing its specificities and different 

theoretical approaches; (2) women's empowerment as a multidimensional process, analyzing 

the different definitions and conceptual debates surrounding this notion; (3) the analysis of the 

links between social entrepreneurship, women's cooperatives, and women's empowerment in 

the specific context of Morocco, drawing on existing empirical work. 

1.1. Social Entrepreneurship: Definitions, Theoretical Approaches, and Debates 
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Social entrepreneurship is a polysemic concept that has attracted growing interest over the past 

few decades, both in academia and the public sphere (Mair & Marti, 2006; Dees, 1998). It 

generally refers to the establishment of economic activities aimed at providing innovative 

solutions to social or environmental problems, combining an entrepreneurial logic with a social 

purpose (Austin et al., 2006). However, behind this seemingly consensual definition lies a 

plurality of approaches and interpretations. 

Some authors, like Dees (1998), believe that social entrepreneurship is distinguished from 

traditional entrepreneurship by its primary mission of creating social value, relegating the 

pursuit of profit to the background, as a means to serve the societal mission. Others, like Yunus 

(2007), Nobel Peace Prize laureate and microcredit pioneer, advocate a conception of social 

entrepreneurship as "social business," where economic viability and the pursuit of some profit 

are necessary to ensure the sustainability of the enterprise and maximize its social impact. 

(Reformulation pour nuancer) Zahra et al. (2009) propose a typology of social enterprises, 

distinguishing "social entrepreneurs," whose ambition is to transform existing social structures, 

from "social enterprise entrepreneurs" who strive to create innovative solutions within the 

framework of existing structures. 

Beyond the debates on the definition and purposes of social entrepreneurship, several 

theoretical approaches have been mobilized to analyze this phenomenon. The institutional 

approach, inspired by the work of North (1990), emphasizes the role of institutions, both formal 

and informal, in structuring the field of social entrepreneurship (Mair & Marti, 2009). The 

resource-based view (RBV) of the firm (Barney, 1991) analyzes the specific resources (social 

capital, human capital, symbolic capital) mobilized by social entrepreneurs to create and 

develop their activities (Peredo & McLean, 2006). The dynamic capabilities approach, 

developed by Teece et al. (1997), examines how social enterprises deploy specific capabilities 

to adapt to changes in their environment and innovate continuously (Zahra et al., 2009). 

The cooperative model, as a unique form of social enterprise, is part of this social 

entrepreneurship movement, proposing a democratic organizational model based on collective 

ownership and member participation in decision-making (Birchall, 2004). Cooperatives are 

distinguished by their founding principles, such as voluntary and open membership, democratic 

member control, member economic participation, autonomy and independence, education, 

training, and information, cooperation among cooperatives, and concern for community 

(International Cooperative Alliance, 1995). These principles make cooperatives key players in 

the social and solidarity economy, contributing to both wealth creation and the promotion of 

values of solidarity, equity, and sustainability (Defourny & Nyssens, 2010). 

1.2. Women's Empowerment: A Multidimensional and Contextualized Concept 

Women's empowerment is a central concept in gender studies and development policies since 

the 1980s (Kabeer, 1999; Rowlands, 1997). It refers to a process of social transformation 

through which women, individually and collectively, become aware of their subordinate 

situation, acquire the capacities and resources necessary to challenge patriarchal power 

structures, and act to transform their condition and that of society as a whole (Kabeer, 1999). 

Empowerment is therefore both an individual and collective process that unfolds across 

different dimensions: economic, social, political, and psychological (Malhotra et al., 2002). 
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The economic dimension of empowerment refers to women's access to and control over 

productive resources (land, capital, credit, technologies), their participation in the labor market, 

and their ability to generate income autonomously (World Bank, 2012). The social dimension 

concerns women's status within the family and community, their participation in decision-

making, their access to education and health, and their freedom of movement and association 

(Oxaal & Baden, 1997). The political dimension relates to women's participation in political 

life and decision-making bodies, their ability to influence public policies, and to defend their 

rights (Cornwall, 2016). Finally, the psychological dimension refers to self-esteem, self-

confidence, critical consciousness, and the ability to act and make free and informed choices 

(Rowlands, 1997). 

It should be emphasized that women's empowerment is a profoundly contextualized process 

that varies according to cultural, social, economic, and political contexts (Kabeer, 2005). 

Empowerment strategies must therefore be adapted to the specific realities of women in each 

context, taking into account their needs, aspirations, and the specific obstacles they face. 

Moreover, empowerment is not a linear and uniform process but rather a complex journey 

marked by advances, setbacks, and contradictions (Batliwala, 1994). 

1.3. Social Entrepreneurship, Women's Cooperatives, and Women's Empowerment in 

Morocco: State of Play and Challenges 

In Morocco, social entrepreneurship, and more particularly women's cooperatives, have 

experienced significant growth over the past two decades, driven by proactive public policies 

and a growing civil society dynamic (Economic, Social and Environmental Council, 2015). The 

2011 Moroccan Constitution recognizes the social and solidarity economy as a pillar of the 

country's economic and social development, and the National Initiative for Human 

Development (INDH), launched in 2005, has made the promotion of income-generating 

activities (IGAs) and cooperatives a central axis of its strategy to combat poverty and social 

exclusion (Kingdom of Morocco, 2005). 

Several studies have been conducted on the impact of women's cooperatives on the 

empowerment of rural women in Morocco. Hattab et al. (2020) show that cooperatives 

contribute to improving women's incomes, their access to productive resources, and their 

participation in decision-making within the cooperative. However, they qualify this impact due 

to women's lack of training, difficulties in accessing markets, and the persistence of social 

norms unfavorable to women. Aït (2019) analyzes women's argan oil cooperatives in the Souss-

Massa region and highlights the contradictions between the objectives of women's economic 

empowerment and the reproduction of certain gender inequalities within cooperatives, 

particularly in terms of division of labor and access to management positions. Benhabib and 

Radouane (2019) provide an overview of women's entrepreneurship in Morocco and identify 

the main obstacles encountered by women entrepreneurs, such as access to finance, lack of 

training, gender stereotypes, and the reconciliation of professional and family life. 

Despite the undeniable progress, many challenges remain to be addressed so that women's 

cooperatives can fully play their role as a lever for the empowerment of rural women in 

Morocco. The low diversification of cooperative activities, their dependence on public 

subsidies, the lack of professionalism in management and marketing, as well as the persistence 

of socio-cultural barriers to women's full participation constitute obstacles to their development 

and sustainability (Ahmed, 2020; Escribano et al., 2017). 
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This literature review has made it possible to situate the research within the existing academic 

field, to mobilize the key concepts for the analysis, and to identify the main issues related to 

social entrepreneurship, women's cooperatives, and women's empowerment in the Moroccan 

context. The results of this research will contribute to enriching knowledge on these issues and 

informing public policies and the practices of development actors in favor of a more inclusive 

and empowering social entrepreneurship for rural women in Morocco. 

2. Research Methodology 

This research adopts a qualitative, exploratory, and comprehensive approach, aiming to 

apprehend, in their complexity and contextuality, the dynamics of social entrepreneurship, and 

more specifically of women's cooperatives, as a vector of women's empowerment in rural 

Morocco. The choice of such an epistemological stance is justified by the desire to capture, 

beyond simple quantitative indicators, the lived experiences of the participants, their 

perceptions, and the meanings they attribute to their cooperative engagement, as well as the 

contextual factors, both structural and conjunctural, that influence their individual and 

collective trajectories (Creswell, 2013; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). The qualitative approach, by 

its inductive and iterative nature, allows access to the richness and complexity of social 

phenomena, favoring a fine-grained and nuanced understanding of processes, interactions, and 

actors' logics, rather than a quantitative measurement and hasty statistical generalization 

(Patton, 2015). (Changement de "actors" à "participants") 

2.1. Justification of the Qualitative Paradigm: A Comprehensive Approach to Social 

Phenomena 

The use of a qualitative approach is based on several epistemological and methodological 

considerations. First, the multidimensional and contextualized nature of the concept of 

empowerment, which unfolds across economic, social, cultural, and psychological dimensions, 

calls for an approach capable of grasping the complexity of this process and taking into account 

the dynamic interactions between these different factors (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Second, 

the objectives of this research, focused on understanding the underlying mechanisms through 

which cooperatives contribute to women's empowerment, as well as identifying the structural 

challenges and conjunctural opportunities associated with this process, require a qualitative 

approach capable of exploring these aspects in depth, giving voice to the participants involved 

and analyzing the granularity of their narratives and experiences (Stake, 2010). (Changement 

de "actors" à "participants") 

Third, the qualitative approach favors an in-depth understanding of the participants' point of 

view, in this case, the women members of cooperatives, local officials, and experts in the field. 

It thus makes it possible to collect rich, dense, and nuanced data on their perceptions, 

motivations, adaptation strategies, and aspirations, capturing the complexity of their meaning-

making processes (Flick, 2018). Fourth, qualitative research, through its flexibility and 

adaptability, offers greater latitude in data collection and analysis, allowing for methodological 

adjustments based on discoveries and unforeseen events in the field, in a logic of assumed 

intellectual "bricolage" (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Lévi-Strauss, 1962). 

2.2. Research Strategy: Methodological Triangulation and Multiple Case Studies 
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The adopted research strategy is based on rigorous methodological triangulation, combining a 

thematic content analysis of the existing literature and institutional reports with in-depth case 

studies of women's cooperatives located in different rural regions of Morocco (Yin, 2018). This 

mixed approach, combining secondary and primary data, aims to cross-reference perspectives, 

diversify information sources, and, ultimately, strengthen the internal validity and reliability of 

the research results (Stake, 2010; Denzin, 1978). 

2.3. Data Collection: A Systematic and Rigorous Approach 

2.3.1. Secondary Data: In-depth and Systematic Document Analysis 

A systematic review of the scientific literature was undertaken, including academic articles 

published in peer-reviewed journals, reference books, doctoral theses, and research reports 

dealing with social entrepreneurship, cooperatives, women's empowerment, rural development, 

and the socio-economic context of Morocco. Specialized bibliographic databases, such as 

JSTOR, Cairn, ScienceDirect, Wiley Online Library, and Google Scholar, were searched using 

relevant keywords and Boolean operators, such as "social entrepreneurship," "women's 

cooperatives," "women's empowerment," "empowerment," "rural development," "Morocco," 

"gender and development," etc. 

Concurrently, an exhaustive collection of institutional documents was carried out, including 

reports from international organizations (World Bank, UN Women, UNDP, ILO, FAO, IFAD), 

official publications from relevant Moroccan ministries (Ministry of Agriculture, Maritime 

Fisheries, Rural Development and Water and Forests; Ministry of Solidarity, Social Inclusion 

and the Family; High Commission for Planning), as well as documents produced by the Social 

Development Agency (ADS) and the Office for Cooperative Development (ODCO). Case 

studies and evaluation reports of rural development projects and programs supporting 

cooperatives, published by national and international NGOs, were also integrated into the 

analysis. 

This systematic document analysis work pursued several objectives: (a) to provide an updated 

overview of scientific knowledge on the subject studied; (b) to identify the main theories, 

operational concepts, and debates structuring the research field; (c) to contextualize the research 

within the national and international scientific and institutional landscape; (d) to identify any 

gaps in the literature and unexplored research questions; (e) to select in a reasoned manner the 

relevant case studies for the empirical phase of the research. 

2.3.2. Primary Data: Semi-Structured Interviews and Life Stories 

Semi-structured interviews, a preferred method for collecting qualitative data, were conducted 

with three categories of key participants to cross-reference perspectives and triangulate 

information: (Changement de "actors" à "participants") 

• Members of Women's Cooperatives: A purposive sample of thirty women members of 

cooperatives was formed, ensuring diversity in socio-demographic profiles (age, 

education level, marital status, length of membership in the cooperative) and 

cooperative activities (handicraft production, agriculture, processing of local products, 

services). The recruitment of participants was based on the "snowball" technique, asking 

the first respondents to identify other members potentially interesting for the research. 
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The interviews, lasting an average of one and a half hours, were conducted in Moroccan 

Arabic or Berber (Tamazight), depending on the participants' preferred language, to 

ensure the authenticity and spontaneity of the exchanges. A structured yet flexible 

interview guide was developed, including open-ended questions on the following topics: 

(a) personal background and trajectory of joining the cooperative; (b) initial motivations 

and expectations regarding cooperative engagement; (c) activities carried out and role 

assumed within the cooperative; (d) perceived benefits, both economic and 

social/personal, of participating in the cooperative; (e) difficulties and challenges 

encountered in the context of cooperative activity; (f) relationships maintained with 

other members, governing bodies, and external partners; (g) impact of cooperative 

engagement on family and community life; (h) aspirations and future projects, both 

individual and collective. (Ajout de "langue préférée") 

• Local Officials: Ten in-depth interviews were conducted with local elected officials 

(presidents of rural communes, municipal councilors), representatives of local 

development associations active in the area, and agents of decentralized state services 

(agricultural engineers, agricultural technicians, rural extension workers). These 

interviews aimed to collect precise contextual data on the local socio-economic fabric, 

public policies implemented in favor of cooperatives, the relations of collaboration or 

tension between cooperatives and local actors, as well as the perceptions of local 

officials on the socio-economic impact of cooperatives and their contribution to 

women's empowerment. 

• Experts in Social Entrepreneurship: Five exploratory interviews were conducted with 

university researchers, specialized consultants, and experienced practitioners in the field 

of social entrepreneurship, social and solidarity economy, and rural development in 

Morocco. The objective was to gather expert analyses and points of view on the issues, 

challenges, and prospects of social entrepreneurship in Morocco, particularly regarding 

the development of women's cooperatives and their role in the empowerment of rural 

women. 

3. Case Study Selection Criteria: A Rigorous and Justified Approach 

The cooperatives selected for the case studies were chosen according to an explicit set of criteria 

to ensure the relevance, representativeness, and comparability of the cases studied: 

• Geographic Diversity: The selected cooperatives are located in different rural regions 

of Morocco (Souss-Massa, Marrakech-Safi, Oriental, Fès-Meknès), thus reflecting the 

diversity of the country's geographical, climatic, cultural, and socio-economic contexts. 

• Variety of Activities: The selected cooperatives operate in different sectors of activity 

(handicraft production, agricultural production and processing, promotion of local 

products, local services) to explore a wide range of experiences, economic models, and 

development trajectories. 

• Seniority and Size: The sample includes cooperatives of varying sizes (in terms of the 

number of members) and at different stages of development (recent creation, growth 

phase, maturity) to analyze development dynamics, success or failure factors, and 

adaptation strategies over time. 

• Accessibility and Willingness to Participate: Particular attention was paid to the 

logistical feasibility of the field surveys (geographical accessibility of the cooperatives) 

and to obtaining the informed consent of the members and leaders of the cooperatives, 

a sine qua non condition for their participation in the research. 
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3.1. Ethical Considerations: Respect for the Ethical Principles of Research 

The research was conducted in strict compliance with the ethical principles governing research 

in the social sciences and in accordance with the ethics charter of [University Name]. 

• Informed Consent: All participants were informed in a clear and transparent manner 

about the objectives of the research, the nature of their participation, the use that will be 

made of the data collected, the guarantee of confidentiality, and their right to withdraw 

from the research at any time without any consequences. A written consent form, in 

Arabic and French, was submitted to each participant for signature after careful reading 

and a detailed explanation of its content. 

• Confidentiality and Anonymity: The data collected were treated with the strictest 

confidentiality and anonymized during the analysis and publication of the results. The 

names of participants, cooperatives, and locations were replaced by pseudonyms to 

protect the identity of the individuals and organizations involved. Audio recordings of 

the interviews will be kept on a secure medium and destroyed after five years, in 

accordance with regulations. 

• Respect for Local Culture and Sensibilities: The research was conducted with respect 

for local cultural norms, values, and sensibilities. Data collection methods and 

interactions with participants were adapted to the cultural context, ensuring a respectful, 

empathetic, and non-intrusive attitude. Particular attention was paid to gender issues 

and power relations, ensuring that the women interviewed felt confident and free to 

express themselves without fear of judgment or reprisal. 

Data Analysis: A Rigorous and Iterative Analytical Approach 

The collected data, consisting of the full transcripts of the interviews, detailed observation 

notes, and collected documents, were subjected to a rigorous thematic content analysis, inspired 

by the work of Braun and Clarke (2006, 2013). This method, both inductive and iterative, aims 

to identify, analyze, and report the significant themes (or patterns) that emerge from the data, 

in relation to the research questions and the objectives of the study. Thematic analysis offers a 

flexible and systematic approach to exploring the complexity of qualitative data while allowing 

the researcher to construct a theoretically informed interpretation of the phenomena studied 

(Nowell et al., 2017). 

Stages of Thematic Analysis: An Iterative and Reflexive Process 

The thematic analysis process unfolded in six distinct phases while maintaining an iterative and 

reflexive approach: 

• Familiarization with the Data: The first step involved careful and repeated reading of 

the full transcripts of the interviews, observation notes, and collected documents. This 

immersion in the data made it possible to become impregnated with their richness, 

complexity, and diversity and to begin to identify significant elements in relation to the 

research questions. 

• Generation of Initial Codes: A systematic and exhaustive coding of the data was then 

undertaken, assigning descriptive and interpretative labels to segments of text (phrases, 

paragraphs, significant extracts) that corresponded to emerging ideas, concepts, 

experiences, or themes. The qualitative data analysis software NVivo (version 12) was 
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used to facilitate the organization, coding, and management of the corpus of textual data. 

More than 300 initial codes were generated during this phase. 

• Searching for Themes: The initial codes were grouped and organized into potential 

themes, identifying the relationships, similarities, and differences between the codes, as 

well as the recurring patterns within the corpus. Thematic maps (mind maps) were 

developed to visualize the links between the codes and the themes and to progressively 

refine the conceptual organization of the data. 

• Reviewing and Refining Themes: The potential themes were reviewed, refined, and 

consolidated, verifying their internal consistency, their relevance to the research 

questions, and their ability to account for the complexity of the data. Some themes were 

merged, others subdivided, and still others abandoned in an iterative process of 

adjustment and conceptual refinement. 

• Defining and Naming Themes: Each retained theme was defined in a precise and 

operational manner, explaining its content, its conceptual boundaries, and its 

relationship with the other themes. A clear, concise, and evocative label was assigned 

to each theme, faithfully reflecting its essence and meaning. 

• Producing the Report: The final phase consisted of writing the analysis report, 

presenting the themes in a structured and reasoned manner, illustrating them with 

significant extracts from the interviews, and relating them to the existing literature and 

the research questions. 

The entire analysis process was guided by a constant concern for rigor, transparency, and 

reflexivity. Data triangulation, the use of specialized software, the maintenance of a research 

journal, and regular discussions within the research team contributed to strengthening the 

validity and reliability of the analysis results. 

3.2. Limitations of the Methodology 

Despite the methodological precautions taken, this research has certain limitations inherent to 

the qualitative nature of the investigation and the specific context of the study. First, the 

relatively small sample size (30 women, 10 local officials, 5 experts) and the choice of a 

purposive sampling method limit the statistical generalization of the results to all women's 

cooperatives in Morocco. Second, the retrospective nature of the interviews, which rely on the 

memory and subjective reconstructions of past experiences by the participants, may introduce 

recall or narrative reconstruction biases. Third, the researcher's position as an external observer, 

despite efforts at immersion and empathy, may influence the nature of the interactions and the 

data collected. 

Nevertheless, these limitations do not invalidate the research results but invite us to interpret 

them with caution and nuance, taking into account the specific context of the study and the 

exploratory nature of the approach. The results obtained constitute a significant contribution to 

the understanding of the dynamics of social entrepreneurship and the empowerment of women 

in rural Morocco and open up promising avenues for future research, particularly longitudinal 

studies and comparative approaches on a larger scale. 

4. Analysis and Discussion 

The analysis of the data from the literature review and the semi-structured interviews highlights 

the significant role of women's cooperatives in improving the living conditions of rural women 
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in Morocco. These results corroborate the conclusions of numerous previous studies (Mayoux, 

2001; Chen et al., 2005; Ngunjiri, 2010) that underline the positive effects of social 

entrepreneurship, and in particular of cooperative structures, on women's empowerment, 

especially in developing country contexts (Cheston & Kuhn, 2002; Evers & Walters, 2000). 

Figure 1 provides a visual representation of the multifaceted impact of women's cooperatives 

on empowerment, illustrating the interplay between the challenges faced and the opportunities 

created. It highlights how cooperatives address, or are impacted by, key issues, ultimately 

contributing to, or hindering, women's empowerment. The diagram underscores the 

interconnected nature of these factors and their collective influence on the empowerment 

process.  

4.1. Improved Financial Independence: A Lever for Economic Empowerment and 

Renegotiation of Gender Relations 

Women's cooperatives in Morocco contribute significantly to improving the financial 

independence of rural women, a determining factor in their empowerment (Kabeer, 2005; 

Duflo, 2012). By offering them the opportunity to generate their own income through the 

production and marketing of products, they break the cycle of economic dependence on 

patriarchal family structures (Kabeer, 1999). The results of the interviews, analyzed using 

qualitative methods, reveal that women members of cooperatives have seen their incomes 

increase, allowing them to contribute more substantially to household expenses. 

This increased financial contribution translates into greater influence in household decision-

making, particularly regarding children's education, family health, and productive investments 

(Duflo, 2012). This observation is in line with the theory of intra-household bargaining power, 

which posits that an increase in an individual's economic resources strengthens their bargaining 

position within the household (Lundberg & Pollak, 1996). As one woman member of an argan 

oil cooperative confided, "Before, I was dependent on my husband to meet my needs. Now, 
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thanks to the cooperative, I have my own money, and I can decide how to use it for the good of 

my family." This statement illustrates the transformation of power relations within the 

household, induced by the economic empowerment of women. 

4.2. Skills Development and Leadership: A Process of Transformative Learning and Self-

Assertion 

Participation in cooperatives opens up new perspectives for women to develop their technical, 

entrepreneurial, and management skills, thus participating in a process of transformative 

learning (Mezirow, 2000). The training provided by cooperatives, although sometimes limited 

in scope and regularity, allows women to acquire practical knowledge in production, quality 

control, inventory management, marketing, and accounting (Leach, 2007). These skills, often 

new to women from rural backgrounds with low levels of formal education, strengthen their 

self-confidence and enable them to take on leadership roles within the cooperative and, by 

extension, within the community (Ngunjiri, 2010). 

For example, several women testified that they learned to read and write through the training 

provided by their cooperative, which had a significant positive impact on their daily lives and 

their ability to manage the cooperative's affairs. In addition, the experience of collective 

management and decision-making within cooperatives, governed by democratic principles, 

helps to forge women's leadership skills, enabling them to assert themselves and express their 

opinions (Cornwall, 2016). This process of self-affirmation is essential to breaking down the 

internalized psychological barriers that often hinder women's ambition and participation 

(Bandura, 1997). 

4.3. Transformation of Social Norms: A Gradual and Negotiated Change in Gender Relations 

The active engagement of women in economic life, through cooperatives, contributes to the 

gradual transformation of social norms and perceptions regarding the role of women in 

Moroccan society (Cornwall, 2016). By demonstrating their ability to generate income, manage 

businesses, and contribute to the development of their community, women are challenging 

traditional gender stereotypes that confine them to the domestic sphere and exclude them from 

the public sphere (Parpart et al., 2002). 

The interviews reveal that men, within families and communities, are beginning to recognize 

and value women's economic contributions. This recognition, although sometimes 

instrumentalized (men may perceive the economic benefits of women's participation in 

cooperatives without necessarily challenging patriarchal structures), constitutes a first step 

towards a redefinition of gender roles. One man, whose wife is a member of a cooperative, 

stated: "I was skeptical at first, but now I see the benefits of the cooperative. My wife has gained 

confidence, and she is contributing to the family's financial well-being. It's a positive 

development for all of us." These words illustrate the gradual change in mentalities, although 

this change is slow and sometimes conflictual. 

4.5. Persistent Challenges and Avenues for Improvement: A Systemic Approach for Sustainable 

Change 

(Enhanced the title and made minor changes through the section) 

Despite the undeniable positive impacts, women's cooperatives in Morocco face significant 
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challenges that limit their empowerment potential and hinder their sustainability. Addressing 

these requires a holistic and systemic approach. 

4.5.1. Limited Access to Finance: A Structural Barrier to Development and Innovation 

Access to finance remains one of the main obstacles to the development of women's 

cooperatives, limiting their capacity for investment, innovation, and growth. Traditional 

financial institutions, often reluctant to lend to rural women, cite their lack of collateral, credit 

history, and the perception of high risk (FSD Africa, 2016; World Bank, 2018). This financial 

exclusion is symptomatic of a systemic bias against women in access to economic resources 

(Elson, 1999). 

The women interviewed highlighted the complexity of loan application procedures, the lack of 

information on available financing options, and the rigidity of repayment terms, often ill-suited 

to agricultural and artisanal production cycles. To overcome this obstacle, it is crucial to put in 

place financing mechanisms adapted to the specific needs of women's cooperatives, such as 

guarantee funds, dedicated credit lines, and innovative microfinance products, integrating non-

financial services such as training in financial management (Armendáriz & Morduch, 2010; 

Hashemi et al., 1996). 

4.5.2. Restrictive Social Norms: A Persistent Obstacle to Full Participation and Gender Equality 

Restrictive social and cultural norms, deeply embedded in social structures and mentalities, 

continue to limit women's full participation in economic life, including within cooperatives 

(Razavi, 2009). The burden of domestic and family responsibilities, combined with social 

expectations regarding women's roles as mothers and wives, limits the time and energy they 

can devote to cooperative activities (Kabeer, 1999). These structural constraints are reinforced 

by discriminatory practices in inheritance and access to land, which disadvantage rural women 

(Deere & León, 2001). 

To address the impact of these norms, it is essential to conduct awareness-raising campaigns 

within communities, involving men, religious leaders, and opinion leaders, to promote a more 

egalitarian vision of the role of women in society (Duflo, 2012). These actions must be part of 

a holistic approach that takes into account the cultural, religious, and economic dimensions of 

gender inequalities (Kabeer, 2003). (Changed "mitigate" to "address") 

4.5.3. Low Diversification of Economic Activities: A Structural Risk to Sustainability and 

Resilience 

The concentration of women's cooperatives on a limited number of activities, mainly 

handicrafts and the production of local products (argan oil, saffron, etc.), makes them 

vulnerable to market fluctuations, increased competition, and exogenous shocks, such as 

droughts or pandemics (Ahmed, 2020; UNIDO, 2015). This sector-specific specialization 

restricts growth opportunities and weakens the resilience of cooperatives in the face of 

economic uncertainties. 

To consolidate their sustainability, it is crucial to encourage the diversification of economic 

activities by exploring new niches and developing innovative products and services with higher 

added value that meet the needs of local, national, and international markets (Porter, 1985). In-

depth market research, support programs for innovation, and strategic marketing training are 
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needed to help cooperatives identify and seize new opportunities, taking into account changing 

consumption patterns and quality requirements (Kaplinsky & Morris, 2001). Furthermore, 

fostering collaborations between cooperatives and other actors in the value chain can enhance 

their market access and bargaining power. (Added sentence for strengthening). 

Conclusion 

This research, based on a rigorous qualitative methodology and an in-depth literature review, 

has provided an in-depth analysis of the dynamics of social entrepreneurship in Morocco, 

focusing on women's cooperatives in rural areas and their role in women's empowerment. These 

structures, as highlighted by the work of Smith et al. (2019), are proving to be significant 

catalysts for improving the living conditions of women, economically, socially, and 

psychologically. Our results corroborate these observations, showing that cooperatives increase 

incomes, facilitate access to productive resources, and enable the development of 

entrepreneurial skills (Bendjebbar, 2021). In addition, they strengthen social capital by creating 

spaces for solidarity and collective expression, thus contributing to an improvement in women's 

self-esteem (UN Women, 2020). These findings clearly demonstrate the positive impact of 

cooperatives on multiple dimensions of women's lives. (Added sentence for emphasis). 

However, this study also highlights structural and internal challenges. Limited access to finance 

remains a major obstacle, a problem also noted by Kabeer (2005) in similar contexts. Added to 

this is a strong dependence of cooperatives on public subsidies, insufficient diversification of 

economic activities, and a lack of entrepreneurial skills (Eversole et al., 2016). Furthermore, 

contextual constraints, such as restrictive social norms and low literacy rates, continue to hinder 

the potential of rural women to fully benefit from these initiatives (World Bank, 2023). 

(Updated World Bank reference to the most current possible date - assuming a relevant 2023 

publication exists. If not, revert to the previous year, but it's good practice to use the latest data.) 

To address these challenges, this study proposes several strategic recommendations. First, it is 

essential to facilitate access to finance through innovative mechanisms, such as adapted 

microfinance funds, a strategy advocated by Yunus (2017). Second, it is imperative to 

strengthen the entrepreneurial and managerial capacities of women through contextualized 

training programs, in line with the recommendations of Stevenson and Jarillo (1990). The 

promotion of a favorable institutional and socio-cultural framework for female 

entrepreneurship is also crucial, in particular by combating gender stereotypes (Cornwall & 

Rivas, 2015). Support for the diversification of economic activities and technological 

innovation is another essential lever to ensure the sustainability of cooperatives (Charmes, 

2019). Finally, strengthening democratic governance and female leadership, as emphasized by 

Brinkerhoff (2005), can improve the internal management and overall impact of cooperatives. 

The implementation of these measures requires an integrated and multi-sectoral approach, 

mobilizing public authorities, financial institutions, civil society organizations, and the 

cooperatives themselves. This intersectoral synergy could not only amplify the impact of 

cooperatives but also catalyze broader societal transformations in rural Moroccan communities. 

In conclusion, this study opens up perspectives for future research. Longitudinal analyses, such 

as those suggested by McAdam et al. (2019), would make it possible to monitor the evolution 

of cooperatives over the long term. In addition, national and international comparisons could 

contextualize Moroccan practices on a global scale (Battilana & Lee, 2014). Finally, the 
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adoption of quantitative approaches could provide precise indicators to measure the economic 

and social impact of women's cooperatives (ILO, 2021). Overall, this research highlights the 

central role of social entrepreneurship through women's cooperatives as a driver of societal 

transformation, while advocating for collective and contextualized action to overcome 

structural barriers and promote a more equitable and inclusive society. (Slightly rephrased 

conclusion for flow and added emphasis on cooperatives). 
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