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Summary 
Concepts of power, agency and economic empowerment are often very abstract. There is a 
need to translate them into the real world – for example, how they work in practice for 
entrepreneurship programmes – as this paper does as part of the MUVA Paper Series on 
female entrepreneurship. The paper uses the experience of Mozambique-based social 
incubator MUVA and participants in two female entrepreneurship projects to understand how 
building agency is crucial in women’s economic empowerment of women entrepreneurs in 
low- and middle-income countries.  

What is evident in the emerging literature on female entrepreneurship support is the 
importance of ‘soft skills’ to strengthen agency. This relates to the specific behaviours, sense 
of one’s own capacity and business aspirations of female entrepreneurs. Developing soft 
skills requires exposing entrepreneurs to new ideas and behaviours; and learning them 
requires appropriate levels of challenge, practice, feedback and reflection. However, training 
needs to be tailored to each different target group and the context in which they do business. 
There is enough evidence to support the idea that female entrepreneurship programmes that 
integrate soft skills in their approaches have better business outcomes and improve the 
livelihoods of women entrepreneurs.  

The MUVA experience is a good case study that shows how agency strengthening within 
female entrepreneurship programmes can work. Both in the Acceleration Project for Micro 
and Small Businesses (PAM), MUVA’s business incubator project for microentrepreneurs – 
and MUVA+ – MUVA’s support to self-employed, informal urban market sellers – emphasis 
on participants’ intra- and interpersonal skills has resulted in positive outcomes related to 
their self-confidence, aspiration, empathy, leadership and communication skills. These skills 
helped the participating entrepreneurs to believe they could act on goals they set, define 
those goals and, finally, achieve them, which are all needed for economic empowerment. 
Importantly, the design of the two projects and the tools used were deliberately very 
different, because different types of women entrepreneurs ask for different approaches and 
tools to strengthen their agency. 

Most of PAM’s participants were university-educated women with microenterprises that had 
the potential to grow. Soft skills targeted at PAM participants therefore included self-
confidence, leadership and communication. In one activity, for example, participants learned 
to empathise with their customers and understand their needs through reflecting on the 
customers’ everyday lives. MUVA+ participants, on the other hand, had comparatively lower 
levels of education. MUVA accordingly identified the soft skills of problem-solving, 
overcoming barriers, creativity and aspiration, among others, as important in the project. In 
MUVA+, facilitators therefore used participatory learning approaches and bottom-up iterative 
methods to help participants break their business problems into smaller, more manageable 
challenges that could be tackled one by one.  

Using these so-called soft skills in combination with hard skills (e.g. bookkeeping) and 
opportunities (e.g. opening a bank or savings account; market research to understand 
customers) in MUVA’s female entrepreneurship projects not only resulted in strengthening 
participants’ agency, but the women entrepreneurs in both PAM and MUVA+ could also use 
their renewed skills and ambitions to improve their business performance (e.g. more 
customers) and outcomes (e.g. higher profits). In the context of Mozambique, where there is 
a 16 per cent gap in profits between female- and male-owned small and medium 
enterprises, this shows the potential of female entrepreneurship programmes that integrate 
soft skills with more traditional business trainings to reduce this gap, while economically 
empowering women business owners.  
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The MUVA experience also shows that while PAM and MUVA+ focused on strengthening 
individual agency to promote economic empowerment, different forms of collective agency 
resulted from both projects through the networking opportunities they offered. For example, 
in PAM, participants developed internal referral systems with other entrepreneurs; while in 
MUVA+ women came together to buy in bulk or negotiate pricing after practising similar 
actions in role-playing activities. This shows that although building power within an individual 
is important, building power with others enhances collective efforts that can play an 
important part in strengthening agency. 

 

Key Messages 
• Intra- and interpersonal skills, along with other soft skills, are important to 

strengthen agency for female entrepreneurs, and take them a step closer to 
empowerment. 

• Tailoring design and delivery to context and target group is important to 
achieve positive outcomes. 

• Bundled approaches – for example, combining soft skills with hard skills and 
supporting women entrepreneurs to seek out business opportunities – seem to 
generate better outcomes; however, soft skills interventions on their own result 
in positive outcomes as well. 

• Although more research is needed, business outcomes seem to plateau in the 
longer term. By integrating soft skills in female entrepreneurship programmes, 
positive business outcomes seem to last longer. 

• The power of networking and collective agency efforts are important elements 
for agency strengthening and empowerment.  
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1. Introduction 

Purpose 
This paper is part of the MUVA Paper Series on female entrepreneurship. It focuses on how 
soft skills in female entrepreneurship programmes strengthen agency and impact economic 
empowerment of women entrepreneurs in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs). It 
draws on both the literature and lessons learned from Mozambique-based social incubator 
MUVA. By exploring MUVA’s entrepreneurship experience, this paper contributes to debates 
in the literature about the importance of soft skills in female entrepreneurship programmes 
for enhanced self-esteem, self-confidence and self-efficacy to strengthen agency.  

How women entrepreneurs perceive choice and opportunities depends very much on their 
self-esteem and self-confidence. Although they are a heterogenous group and context 
matters, a literature overview by Carranza, Dhakal and Love (2018) found that women 
entrepreneurs generally tend to have lower expectations and goals for the growth and 
expansion of their businesses, less self-confidence and lower self-perception of their skills 
than men in doing business, and higher reluctance to seek loans. Furthermore, high financial 
need combined with low social support for women entrepreneurs can put more stress on 
them compared with men, which influences their behaviours (Chadwick and Raver 2019). 

Women’s negative perceptions of their own abilities may restrict the possibility for them to 
recognise or pursue business opportunities, and prevent them from applying for formal 
finance, exacerbating any objective external constraints they have (De Vita, Mari and Poggesi 
2014). However, women’s behaviour in doing business is largely the product of society’s 
perceptions and expectations of them (Manzanera-Román and Brändle 2016). Their ability is 
affected by the cognitive belief structure they have formed through their individual 
experiences, and the perceptions held by society and individuals themselves. These beliefs 
are dynamic, as motivations, abilities and self-confidence – as well as the perceptions and 
expectations of others – change over time, depending on stages in women’s lives and careers.  

Concepts 
What do we mean by agency and empowerment? In social science agency refers to the 
capacity of individuals to have the power and resources to fulfil their potential. In other 
words, ‘the ability to define one’s goals and act on them’ (Kabeer 1999: 438). Agency can be 
considered to consist of three components (Donald et al. 2017: 4; World Bank Group 2019: 
38): goal-setting capacity in accordance with one’s own values; ability to act on goals; and 
perceived control and ability to achieve these goals. Therefore, consciousness, voice and 
action are facets of agency (Gammage, Kabeer and van der Meulen Rodgers 2016). 

Kabeer (1999: 438) conceives of agency as more than just ‘observable action’ or the ability 
to define and act on goals. She argues that a ‘sense of agency’ or ‘power within’ is an 
essential component to agency. In other words, this means one must believe in oneself as 
capable of setting goals and acting on them. It implies the concept of power within that 
feminist scholars use to express the internalised oppression that constrains women’s 
potential to build agency, such as self-knowledge and a sense of self-worth (VeneKlasen 
and Miller 2002). In other words, it is about ‘the capacity to imagine and have hope’ (ibid.: 
45). Where it is difficult – or impossible – to have agency without power within, power within 
alone is not sufficient to build agency. Therefore, agency also resonates with the concept of 
power to, which is built on the ‘unique potential of every person to shape his or her life and 
world’ (ibid.). It is the power to make a difference, to create something new, or to achieve 
goals. 
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In the context of women entrepreneurs, this means that women as individual business 
owners can fulfil their own potential without being held back by influencing factors such as 
gender norms that limit their decisions. Agency implies an individual’s autonomy – or, in 
economic terms, bargaining power – to make choices, exercise preferences and set goals 
related to specific decisions and decision-making roles. However, agency is often set against 
a certain structure or environment that has the potential to restrict or encourage agency 
(Gammage et al. 2016).1  

Individuals exercise individual agency within their household and within groups or 
communities, and in specific domains such as the economic (e.g. having the power to set 
one’s own business goals and act on them) or the political (e.g. freedom to vote or to 
become politically active) (Chang et al. 2020). This paper looks at the economic domain in 
which individual agency plays a vital role in women’s economic empowerment.  

Agency can also be exercised by groups. Collective agency in the social science literature 
refers to the creation of alternative spaces or networks in which groups of citizens 
collectively define goals in accordance with their own values, collectively increase 
consciousness and voice, and act as a group to achieve goals (Fernandez-Wulff 2019; 
Shariff 2018). As Otsuki, Jasaw and Lolig (2018) explain, it is through reflection that 
individuals begin to recognise the importance of collective action and start building collective 
agency. Gammage et al. (2016) state the importance of collective agency in feminist 
economics to oppose the idea in mainstream economics that agency is ‘largely reduced to 
the idea of individual utility maximisation subject to personal circumstance and budget 
constraints.’  

The idea of collective agency links with the concept of power with, which is shared power 
that grows out of collaboration and relationships. It is linked with social power, which helps to 
build bridges within groups (e.g. groups of female entrepreneurs) or across differences (e.g. 
gender, culture, class) (VeneKlasen and Miller 2002). Rather than individual voice and 
control, power with leads to collective action and the ability to act together (Hunjan and 
Keophilavong 2010).  

In the end, agency – exercised individually or collectively – is an intermediate step that leads 
to women’s economic empowerment outcomes (Buvinic et al. 2020). Kabeer (1999: 437) 
defines empowerment as ‘the expansion in people’s ability to make strategic life choices in a 
context where this ability was previously denied to them’. Buvinic et al. (2020) show that in 
the context of women’s economic empowerment, this means that women’s capabilities 
enable them to exercise agency and take advantage of economic opportunities.2 

Female entrepreneurship programmes that aim for economic empowerment should seek to 
understand women entrepreneurs’ specific behaviours – based on target groups – and use 
this information in programme design and implementation to enhance women’s and girls’ 
own sense of capacity and their aspirations in doing business. The literature often refers to 
this as soft skills as opposed to hard business skills such as bookkeeping (Sook-Lin 2019; 
Ubfal et al. 2020). Developing soft skills requires exposing entrepreneurs to new ideas and 
behaviours; and learning them requires appropriate levels of challenge, practice, feedback 
and reflection (YBI 2019). Soft skills in entrepreneurship programmes might include: intra- 
and interpersonal skills (e.g. self-awareness, self-realisation, social intelligence); create-and-
solve skills (e.g. creativity, problem solving, planning); information, opportunity and risk 
management skills (e.g. opportunity seeking, information management, coping with 
uncertainty); and mindset growth skills (e.g. persistence, agility, motivation) (ibid.). 

 
1 For example, patriarchy that creates and reproduces gender inequalities and gender norms influences women’s 
sense of agency and generates the need for soft skills training. 
2 For more on the concept of empowerment, see Thorpe, Barenboim and Come (2022). 
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Mozambique and the MUVA case 
Recognition is emerging among donors and governments in LMICs about women-led 
businesses’ potential to contribute to economic growth (Sajjad et al. 2020; Vinay and Singh 
2015; De Vita, Mari and Poggesi 2014). In the context of Mozambique, there is a 16 per cent 
gap in profits between female- and male-owned small and medium enterprises (SMEs) 
(World Bank Group 2019), which indicates potential room for growth in female-owned SMEs. 
While early women’s economic empowerment and female entrepreneurship programmes 
focused more on technical and business skills, recent literature has shown that for 
interventions to succeed they also need to support building or developing soft skills to 
address the gendered and socialised constraints at play in LMICs (Patel 2014; Fiala 2018; 
Bastian et al. 2018; Chang et al. 2020).  

This is what MUVA has done in its female entrepreneurship projects. MUVA’s approach to 
women’s entrepreneurship and economic empowerment uses a bundled set of interventions, 
which include a focus on intra- and interpersonal skills. MUVA developed the bolinha roxa 
(‘purple bubble’) concept, based on the idea that soft skills are a key pillar in the foundations 
of agency and empowerment. Bolinha roxa centres on the importance of intra- and 
interpersonal skills to strengthening agency through personal development; in particular, 
fostering a belief in oneself and the ability to aspire to more or to set and act on goals. When 
delivered with the other two pillars in MUVA’s entrepreneurship framework – opportunities 
and technical (hard) skills – the bolinha roxa serves as a key step in the effort to strengthen 
agency and promote women’s economic empowerment. This paper will assess this concept 
in relation to two of MUVA’s entrepreneurship projects: MUVA+, a female entrepreneurship 
project targeted at urban market sellers of subsistence produce in the capital Maputo; and 
the Acceleration Programme for Micro and Small Businesses (PAM), which worked with 
microentrepreneurs who had growth potential but lacked skills, opportunities and access to 
markets. 

2. Literature review – evidence on agency 
strengthening in female entrepreneurship 
interventions 
Entrepreneurship programmes, including the ones that focus on women, have traditionally 
focused on financial skills (e.g. accounting, budgeting, capital structure) and business skills 
(e.g. management, marketing, sales, human resources). A study based on focus group 
discussions with business owners in Ghana, Kenya and Mozambique showed that, although 
not specific to women entrepreneurs, a common perception in these countries was that most 
business courses were either too basic or repetitive or did not take into account the 
experience and knowledge of participants in selecting and grouping them (Robb, Valerio and 
Parton 2014). The same study also found that trainings did not focus much on 
problem-solving skills, or on skills in communication, leadership, presentation and 
negotiation. The importance of socioemotional skills was highlighted as underdeveloped in 
business education and trainings. Respondents mentioned ‘business acumen and personal 
attitudes as the most important factors in determining success and failure in business, 
including commitment, passion, humility, perseverance, integrity, hardworking, discipline, 
patience and resilience, loyalty toward the business, belief in success, and vision’ (ibid. 
2014: 48). 
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A study by Patel (2014) found that gender-based sociocultural constraints hampered the 
effectiveness of female entrepreneurship programmes and identified agency-focused self-
esteem interventions as potential entry points for further study. More recent literature and 
studies have since supported the view that access to finance and business skills training 
alone are not effective to achieve positive outcomes for women’s economic empowerment 
(Bastian et al. 2018; Fiala 2018). The review of Chang et al. (2020), for example, shows that 
access to microfinance alone has little impact on business outcomes for women 
entrepreneurs in LMICs and that business training programmes have very mixed business 
impacts.  

Several studies have followed up on the conclusions of Patel (2014) and there is a growing 
body of evidence that shows that the most successful female entrepreneurship programmes 
‘often included content on gender equality or addressed gender-specific constraints, such as 
agency, soft skills, or social networks’ (Chang et al. 2020: 73). Siba (2019: 1) comes to the 
same conclusion and states that interventions need to ‘tackle psychological, social, and skills 
constraints for women entrepreneurs’ to be successful or transformative. Programmes in 
Kenya, Peru, Ethiopia and Vietnam offered women entrepreneurs gender-focused business 
training that included elements such as gender equality, self-esteem and soft skills. After the 
programmes finished, participating women significantly increased their sales in the early 
years, but growth did not last and plateaued over time (Valdivia 2011; McKenzie, Puerto, 
and Odhiambo 2019; Stangl et al. 2015).  

One study finds that micro-entrepreneurs who participated in aspirational trainings saved 
more and the positive effects on firm outcomes was longer-lasting than for groups that 
participated in goal-setting trainings (Batista and Seither 2019). Another study shows that 
gender-disaggregated results on the importance of soft skills showed women entrepreneurs 
benefitted more than men post-intervention (Shankar, Onyura and Alderman 2015). In 
Vietnam, a training for microentrepreneurs with sessions on gender, entrepreneurship, 
equality and women’s self-confidence, along with standard business skills content, increased 
total profits by around 30 per cent, amounting to US$70 over the course of a year (Bulte, 
Lensink and Vu 2016).  

Chang et al. (2020) mention that it is difficult in bundled approaches to determine what 
exactly causes improvements. Fortunately, some studies provide insights. Batista and 
Seither (2018), for example, find that after only being trained to improve aspiration both men 
and women market sellers in Mozambique increased profits by approximately 40 per cent 
compared with a control group. When this was combined with goal-setting training and more 
personalised rule-of-thumb business skills, the women entrepreneurs were able ‘to 
successfully translate higher reference points into profitable investment decisions’ (ibid.: 1). 
Studies on Togo by Campos et al. (2017, 2018) show the importance of receiving personal 
initiative trainings that aim to develop key behaviours associated with a proactive 
entrepreneurial mindset, such as constantly searching for new opportunities, being self-
starting, learning from errors and feedback to overcome obstacles, and thinking of ways to 
differentiate oneself from other businesses. Participants received higher profits than those 
who received standard business training or the control group with no training (ibid.). Those 
who received personal initiative training were also more innovative and more likely to 
introduce new products and diversity, borrow more and make larger investments. Personal 
initiative training was more effective for women in comparison to traditional training 
interventions for both more and less educated women (ibid.). Ubfal et al. (2020) test 
personal initiative training in a sample of 945 entrepreneurs in Jamaica, and whether 
impacts differed if training was a combination of personal initiative and traditional training, 
compared to soft skills only. They find soft skills training by itself improved profits and sales 
more over a three-month horizon, but that neither treatment had positive or significant 
impacts after one year.  
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Not all programmes that included agency-building elements for women entrepreneurs 
resulted in higher sales, profits or incomes (e.g. Green et al. 2015, Uganda; Lybbert and 
Wydick 2016, Mexico). McKenzie (2021) mentions that the quality of the trainings may 
therefore matter even more for psychology-based training programmes than for hard skills 
trainings. She mentions the study by Alibhai et al. (2019) that shows that changes in 
entrepreneurs’ personal initiative is strongly correlated with trainer characteristics and, in 
particular, whether the trainer has previous business experience. The question, therefore, is 
how much soft skills alone are really useful. This might be important from a cost-benefit 
perspective. Based on current evidence, it seems that if well designed and implemented by 
quality trainers, soft skills alone might contribute to agency building, which could increase 
women’s economic empowerment. However, in combination with hard skills and 
opportunities (e.g. access to finance; opening a saving account) the potential for success is 
greater. More data and research are needed, particularly more disaggregated data to 
differentiate the heterogenous group of women entrepreneurs based on age, education and 
family situation (e.g. marital status and children). As Cirera and Qasim (2014) state, more 
experimentation in the design and delivery of entrepreneurship programmes could result in 
new insights. 

Importantly, in discussions about achieving higher sales and profits, Carranza et al. (2018) 
mention that, particularly for psychology-based trainings, it is important that women 
participants show preferences and make choices voluntarily. For example, higher-growth 
mindsets and aspirations could result in higher risk or more time-consuming ventures than 
they would prefer, which may result in lower wellbeing. Carranza et al. (2018) argue there 
are two main policy options to address differences in preferences: attempt to change 
preferences with norm-based interventions; or accept preferences as given and provide 
services based on women’s preferences. However, more research is needed to clarify what 
preferences call for which approach. Hence, to better understand agency strengthening in 
female entrepreneurship programmes, this paper looks in more detail at the MUVA 
experience in the context of Mozambique. 

3. MUVA’s approach to female 
entrepreneurship interventions – the 
importance of the bolinha roxa 
To understand the implementation of the bolinha roxa concept, it is important to understand 
the guiding frameworks and concepts MUVA uses in its entrepreneurship projects. This 
introduces bolinha roxa and relates it to agency and empowerment. It then discusses how 
MUVA conceptualised and implemented the bolinha roxa in its entrepreneurship 
programming by looking at two of its entrepreneurship projects, PAM and MUVA+. 

Locating agency and empowerment within MUVA’s framework 
In MUVA’s programme framework, interventions are integrated across three core pillars: (1) 
technical skills; (2) opportunities; and (3) personal development, subsequently defined 
more specifically as intra- and interpersonal skills.3 These three pillars are represented in 
MUVA’s conceptualisation by three bubbles (bolinhas, in Portuguese) and arranged in a 
Venn diagram. Activation of the three pillars can help to address constraints and enablers to 
empowerment (Figure 1). While literature on empowerment suggests that agency is often a 

 
3 This discussion of MUVA’s concepts is based on MUVA programme and project concept notes, reports and 
evaluations. 
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component of empowerment (e.g. Kabeer 1999), in MUVA’s conceptual framework, we see 
a different approach. When constraints and enablers across all three pillars are addressed, 
then the process of empowerment is promoted, which in turn strengthens agency. Agency 
therefore sits at the intersection of these three pillars. 

Figure 1: MUVA’s programme framework 

 

Source: Authors’ own. Adapted from MUVA (forthcoming). 

The bolinha roxa: a key link in the foundations of agency 
MUVA’s framework follows Kabeer(2019)’s conceptualisation of agency closely and the 
concept of power within as an essential component of agency. When we tie this back to 
MUVA’s framework, we start to understand that while skills and opportunities are needed for 
defining and acting on goals (a component of agency), the key precursor to defining goals is 
often the belief that one can act on these goals; that one has the self-worth and capacity to 
hope that these goals can be achieved.  

This is where the bolinha roxa concept comes into play. Bolinha roxa centres on the 
importance of intra- and interpersonal skills in building agency; in particular, in 
fostering a belief in oneself and the ability to aspire to more, or to set and act on 
goals. Without believing in oneself – a sense of agency or power within – it can be difficult 
for an individual to aspire to setting goals or acting on them. In the bolinha roxa concept, 
learning, building or developing intra- and interpersonal skills are crucial to activating a 
sense of agency or power within, which can then foster the ability to aspire to more – in other 
words, to set and act on goals. Although placed on equal standing within the Venn diagram 
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in Figure 1, without the bolinha roxa pillar, the other two – technical skills and opportunities – 
would provide a weaker foundation for the path to empowerment and agency.  

Intra- and interpersonal skills are theoretically diverse and can be defined differently for 
different target groups within MUVA’s projects. This tailoring of the bolinha roxa can be 
thought of as a ‘different kind of purple’ for each group. While the types of intra- and 
interpersonal skills may vary between projects, a constant in the bolinha roxa is the focus on 
a set of steps to personal development. MUVA thus broke the bolinha roxa down further into 
inner and outer layers – or steps – that build on one another (Figure 2).  

Figure 2: Bolinha roxa’s layered components 

 
Source: Authors’ own. Adapted from Bischler and Manicom Rebelo (2019). 

Intra-personal skills, which look within the individual, are fostered through the core layer of 
reflection and introspection and then a self-assessment layer. We then move to the outer 
layers, which focus on more relational skills between individuals, or choice and 
negotiation; and, finally, the outer control layer. While these layers do theoretically build on 
one another, the process is not always linear, and may often take a more cyclical form. 

Inspired by the work of Paulo Freire (1981, cited in Rao et al. 2016: 28) on the process of 
conscientisation (conscientização), a reflective process whereby individuals or groups 
understand power relations and then take action to transform them, the core layer of 
reflection and introspection in the bolinha roxa is crucial to the development of intra- and 
interpersonal skills and therefore to the strengthening of agency.  

When MUVA first designed and later rolled out its entrepreneurship programming in 2017, its 
early focus on intra- and interpersonal skills through the bolinha roxa made it one of the 
frontrunners in women’s entrepreneurship and women’s economic empowerment 
interventions.4 The next section will detail how MUVA implemented this concept in two of its 
entrepreneurship projects.  

 
4 For more information on MUVA’s entrepreneurship programme, see: 
https://muvamoz.co.mz/entrepreneurship/?lang=en.  

https://muvamoz.co.mz/entrepreneurship/?lang=en
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4. Implementing the bolinha roxa in 
MUVA’s entrepreneurship projects – 
experiences from PAM and MUVA+ 
This section summarises PAM and MUVA+ project approaches and details key activities that 
contribute towards the bolinha roxa pillar through participants learning, building or 
developing intra- and interpersonal skills.5 

PAM was a business accelerator promoting more financially sustainable female-led 
businesses. Participants included women in several industries, ranging from catering and 
other food services to communications. The project followed a process of bootcamps that 
provided technical (hard) and intra- and interpersonal (soft) skills training alongside ongoing 
business support and a seminar series. Participants watched MUVA-produced video lessons 
on topics intended to build hard and soft skills. Their learning was supported through daily 
individual phone and WhatsApp interactions, and market research. Emotional support during 
the coronavirus (Covid-19) pandemic, focusing on better team management, was also 
central to the project.  

The MUVA+ project, a bundled self-efficacy project for business training for women 
subsistence produce market sellers in Maputo, involved a nine-week course with tailored 
one-to-one mentorship of the entrepreneurs by trained facilitators between training sessions. 
Beyond technical skills, MUVA+ focused on women’s soft skills for entrepreneurship, including 
self-efficacy and initiative training. A central component of the training involved using problem-
driven iterative adaptation (PDIA) tools, helping the women to identify and prioritise problems.6  

Both the PAM and MUVA+ approaches involved a mix of hard and soft skills training.7 
However, as MUVA+ and PAM had very different target groups, the projects had to be 
tailored to participants’ needs, education levels, skills levels, communications styles, 
incomes, environments, business profiles and markets. These differences translated into 
variations in the intra- and interpersonal skills selected in each intervention. Table 1 details 
the soft skills selected in each project, which will be further assessed in section 5.  

Table 1: Variations in intra- and interpersonal skills in MUVA projects 

 PAM MUVA+ 

Targeted intra- and 
interpersonal skills in 
MUVA projects8 

• Self-confidence 
• Aspiration 
• Empathy 
• Leadership 
• Communication  

• Overcoming barriers  
• Problem-solving 
• Creativity 
• Innovation 
• Proactivity 
• Aspiration 

Source: Author’s own 

 
5 Information on MUVA projects is drawn from a review of MUVA project manuals, reports, evaluations and other 
non-published material.  
6 For more information on the implementation of PDIA in MUVA+ see: 
https://buildingstatecapability.com/2018/10/02/bottom-up-pdia-and-the-fishbone-diagram-a-tool-for-life-not-just-
for-business/  
7 For details on overall project methodology for MUVA+ and PAM, including a discussion on bundled approaches, 
see Thorpe, Barenboim and Come (2022). 
8 Creativity and innovation were also important in PAM, and self-confidence was important in MUVA+, but are not 
included in our assessment due to lack of specific data. 

https://buildingstatecapability.com/2018/10/02/bottom-up-pdia-and-the-fishbone-diagram-a-tool-for-life-not-just-for-business/
https://buildingstatecapability.com/2018/10/02/bottom-up-pdia-and-the-fishbone-diagram-a-tool-for-life-not-just-for-business/
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In PAM, for example, there was a focus on leadership as many participants employed others 
and therefore learning to be a good leader and manager was important to their businesses, 
especially during the Covid-19 pandemic. In MUVA+, on the other hand, participants very 
rarely employed others, so leadership was deemed as less important to this target group 
relative to other soft skills when the project was designed. While the skills in these MUVA 
projects varied, the projects were similar in that activities built on each other through the four 
layers of the bolinha roxa, with the ultimate intended effect of building power within or a 
sense of agency.  

The bolinha roxa in PAM 
PAM used active learning and Freire’s popular education principles in its training. These 
principles encourage reflection, dialogue, shared experience and knowledge among 
participants, autonomy and accountability, and an awakening of consciousness within the 
individual and awareness of others. Activities employing these learning methods to develop 
intra- and interpersonal power, which may be thought of as power within and power with, 
respectively, are detailed below. Some activities followed the layers of the bolinha roxa, 
beginning with reflection and introspection and moving outwards, while others were 
introduced later in the project and only dealt with in its outer layers. Table 2 depicts how 
each activity generally followed these layers. 

Table 2: PAM project components and intersections with bolinha roxa layers 
 

Bolinha roxa layer 

MUVA project component Reflection and 
introspection 

Self-
assessment 

Choice and 
negotiation 

Control 

PAM – – – – 

Entrepreneurship cafés x x – – 

Personal objectives activity x x – – 

Modified SWOT analysis – x x x 

Empathy map/personal journey  – – x x 

Reports and videos x x – – 

Source: Author’s own. 

• Entrepreneurship cafés – these informational sessions held at the beginning of 
PAM’s enrolment process included among their objectives activities to foster 
aspiration and build self-confidence in entrepreneurs. 

• Personal objectives activity – like the staircase of life in MUVA+ (described 
below), this activity encouraged participants to set objectives while thinking about 
their long-term goals. 

• Modified SWOT analysis – a modified strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and 
threats (SWOT) analysis where the last component, threats, was substituted for 
lessons. 

• Empathy map/personal journey activity – this activity put participants in their 
customers’ shoes and through this process allowed them to empathise with 
customers and understand their needs, as well as differences between each 
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gender’s needs. Participants were also encouraged to reflect on changes to their 
customers’ lives due to the Covid-19 pandemic. 

• Networking activities – (1) videos on networking were shown to participants; (2) 
interactive activities identified professional and personal networks, including using 
the empathy map tool; and (3) thematic groups were set up to debate and 
incentivise solidarity and collaboration between women. 

• Reports and videos – various reports and videos were shared to stimulate 
reflection on gender roles and inspire participants with stories of successful female 
entrepreneurs. 

The bolinha roxa in MUVA+ 
The MUVA+ curriculum encouraged participants to break their challenges into smaller, more 
manageable parts. Sessions on technical skills were interspersed with sessions meant to 
stimulate intra- and interpersonal skills. Reflecting on hard and soft skills learnt in each 
session and during homework and follow-up mentorship was also key to the curriculum. 

Several activities and methods were used, often combined with the primary PDIA approach, 
to promote intra- and interpersonal skills with the ultimate goal of strengthening agency. As 
with PAM, some activities followed the layers of the bolinha roxa, such as the fishbone 
diagram (see below), while others were introduced later in the project, such as roleplaying, 
which moved through the bolinha roxa’s two outer layers. Table 3 depicts how each activity 
generally followed these layers. 

Table 3: MUVA+ project components and intersections with bolinha roxa layers 
 

Bolinha roxa layer 

MUVA+ project component Reflection and 
introspection 

Self-
assessment 

Choice and 
negotiation 

Control 

Role model reflections x x – – 

Fishbone diagram x x x X 

Staircase of life x x – – 

Roleplaying x x x – 

Power triangle x x x x 

SMART goals – – x x 

Non-financial resource reflection x x x x 

Source: Author’s own. 

• Role model reflections – guided and gender-sensitive reflections to help women 
see themselves as role models to other women in their communities. 

• Fishbone diagram – a PDIA approach where participants learned to break 
problems into smaller pieces (more on this approach is detailed below). 

• Staircase of life – an exercise where participants reflected on where they had 
reached in their business and where they had come from. It helped them to 
recognise barriers they had overcome and reflect on their resilience asking 
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questions such as, ‘Why did you start your business?’ and ‘What have you overcome 
throughout these years as a market vendor?’ By using a staircase as a metaphor, 
participants visualised barriers they had overcome and goals they wished to attain 
(the staircase of life diagram used in MUVA+ is depicted in Figure 3).  

• Roleplaying – this activity used theatre to play out negotiation scenarios in the 
market and includes dissecting power relations. Participants learned words to use 
to negotiate in an assertive, clear and thoughtful manner. It encouraged solidarity 
between vendors to protect themselves. 

• Power triangle – through storytelling and videos, this exercise showed participants 
how fellow market vendors might act as bystanders who have the power to 
intervene in situations, but often do not.  

• SMART goals – participants were encouraged to define specific, measurable, 
achievable, relevant and time-bound (SMART) goals with programme facilitators 
(often related to smaller issues identified through the fishbone diagram exercise) 
and follow up on them each week. This also helped them to learn the difference 
between goals and dreams. 

• Non-financial resource reflection – in this exercise participants reflected on and 
identified resources, including people, networks (of people) they had access to or 
shared information with, and abilities they could leverage to solve their problems. 

Figure 3: Staircase of life diagram used in MUVA+ 

 

Source: Authors’ own. Adapted from MUVA (2020). 
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The fishbone diagram through bolinha roxa’s layers 

The fishbone diagram, used as part of the PDIA approach in MUVA+,9 helped participants 
understand that their challenges were not insurmountable and could be broken down into 
smaller pieces or problems they could solve. This approach, integrated throughout the 
training, provides an excellent example of how activities promoting intra- and interpersonal 
skills moved through the layers in the bolinha roxa. The activity began with introspection 
and reflection, the innermost layer of the bolinha roxa. This involved individuals mapping 
out their main business challenge and working backwards to get to the root causes of this 
challenge. Participants uncovered the root causes of problems and were then guided to 
tackle them with facilitators. Participants then reflected on and assessed their necessities 
and chose to prioritise problems over which they had control by creating action plans. By 
evaluating what they did and did not have control over, participants who encountered causes 
out of their control were encouraged to go back to the fishbone diagram and move to other 
problems over which they did have control – giving them a sense of control. Throughout the 
MUVA+ course, participants returned to the diagram to work through different root causes. 
As they gained new technical skills, such as bookkeeping and profit calculation, they were 
encouraged to use these skills to make informed decisions about solutions they might try out 
to overcome smaller obstacles in their business. At the end of the project, they revisited the 
diagram to reflect on the obstacles they had already solved. Figure 4 illustrates the basic 
structure of the fishbone diagram used in MUVA+.  

Figure 4: Fishbone diagram used in MUVA+ 

 

Source: Authors’ own. Adapted from MUVA (2020). 

 

9 See more at the Harvard University Center for International Development webpage on Building State Capacity.  

https://bsc.cid.harvard.edu/#:%7E:text=PDIA%20Provides%20Tools%20to%20Solve%20Complex%20Problems&text=The%20Building%20State%20Capability%20(BSC,to%20implement%20policies%20and%20programs
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5. What we have learned from MUVA’s 
female entrepreneurship projects 

Results from PAM show gains across all targeted soft skills 
PAM project evaluations and qualitative endline interview data with 20 participants10 show 
that PAM participants experienced increases or gains in both intra- and/or inter-personal 
skills at the end of the project, and often these gains spanned multiple skills. This section 
reviews evidence of the five intra- and interpersonal skills (self-confidence, aspiration, 
empathy, leadership, communication) PAM sought to foster in participants through the 
bolinha roxa concept. This does not mean that other impacts were not achieved, but this 
paper focuses on agency.11 

Self-confidence 

Feedback from the entrepreneurs through qualitative interviews provides insights into how 
boosting their self-confidence and highlighting their position as role models in their 
communities with the potential to inspire other entrepreneurs began to challenge 
assumptions women made about themselves and their role in society, and thus contributed 
to changes in women’s perceptions of their capabilities and self-confidence. 

Twelve interviewees reported experiencing positive changes in self-esteem and 
self-confidence. Most expressed direct changes in their own thinking:  

My thinking changed, my position changed, I started to see myself not as [my name], 
but to see my business.  

Three interviewees described already having these qualities (e.g. optimism, self-confidence), 
but that PAM helped them to hone the quality or to uncover it: 

[The self-confidence] already existed, but in MUVA it grew.  

[In PAM] I was able to learn to do many things and I was able to self-discover things 
that I did not even know existed in me – it was there that I was able to awaken them.  

Three interviewees also expressed a change in perception of women’s place in society, 
which led to a change in their own perception of themselves: 

we, women sometimes feel incapable, so this type of program cultivated the power 
of the woman, it put us in a situation in which we can make things happen as women, 
even without anyone’s help – one only needs to want and to learn – this was a lesson 
that I am sure will help many women. 

Words interviewees often used were confident, fearless, secure, capable and 
empowered. Three women also expressed gaining a sense of legitimacy in their business 
or their role as entrepreneurs. For example, taking part in an event held in a prestigious 

 
10 PAM was implemented in three cycles. Qualitative endline interviews were conducted with 6–7 participants 
from each cycle to inform adaptation and learning in the project. 
11 For details of other business impacts achieved by women entrepreneurs that participated in PAM and MUVA+, 
see Quak and Barenboim (2022), Quak, Barenboim and Guimarães (2022), and Thorpe, Barenboim and Come 
(2022). 



 

 
 

19 

business location in downtown Maputo made the participants feel valued; as one said, she 
‘felt like a real businesswoman.’  

Some interviewees referenced different project activities that led to these changes in 
self-confidence. For example, one commented that reading reports about other women 
entrepreneurs led her to believe that women were powerful. Another interviewee expressed 
that she felt herself growing ‘step by step’, perhaps a reference to the personal objectives 
activity, which helped to break down goals into smaller steps: 

I have now started to see with new eyes, I think I can feel myself growing step by step, 
but I think I am growing through the steps I am taking.  

Other interviewees expressed changes due to the PAM project as a whole. One woman 
spoke about ‘an alarm’ that went off inside her, which allowed her to discover an ‘internal 
force’, perhaps one of the clearest examples of PAM promoting of ‘power within’: 

[I] woke up… I discovered an internal power that I have inside me, that I can make 
things happen, and this awakening… it may have been the PAM project. 

Aspiration  

Several interviewees seemed to already have goals for their businesses. But after 
participating in the PAM project, seven interviewees mentioned feeling more motivated or 
capable of achieving goals. 

Two expressed having more general aspirations through references to dreams. In particular, 
one said she was able to dream bigger because she learned to ‘dream’ of the intermediate 
steps that now contributed to her larger dreams:  

The most important [lesson] for me was the question of dreams… Before, I would 
dream simply of having orders… but today is different, today I dream of having orders 
in large volumes, and tomorrow I dream of having a store, one day I dream of having a 
company, and one day I dream with wings capable of flying. I dream of flying… I think 
this is the most important thing in PAM… the objectives that I had yesterday are not 
the same as today’s objectives, but they are going to help me to reach what I want, 
and it is those objectives that are clearer now… the objectives I have today are going 
to help me be what I want tomorrow 

While this quote reflects an ultimate increase in aspiration, we can see how breaking down 
objectives into smaller steps – likely in the personal objectives activity, among others – 
helped to make the interviewee’s aspirations feel more realistic and contributed to an 
increase in her ambition. 

One interviewee explained she felt she had clearer objectives and was closer to achieving 
them. Another said she could achieve her goals because she now understood she just 
needed the right tools: 

What changed is that I discovered I have potential and that I can get where I want with 
the right tools, so my studies now are more focused on tools… after PAM I am now 
prepared to face the market that I want… I’m a more secure entrepreneur. 

Several interviewees described concrete short- or long-term goals they had set, including 
renovating a hair salon, teaching classes, buying a shop or investing in their business. 
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Empathy  

Seven PAM interviewees shared they learned the importance of empathy, patience and 
treating their customers well in PAM. Two interviewees expressed a belief that a good leader 
or a good boss should be empathetic. 

Four interviewees specifically mentioned the value of the empathy map/personal journey 
exercise to their business as they learned empathy from this through learning to put 
themselves in their customers' shoes. One interviewee specifically mentioned that after 
participating in PAM and learning to listen to her customers, they now call her to tell her 
whether they are satisfied with the product and they even bring her solutions: 

the [personal journey] – I really liked that exercise because I had never put myself in 
the place of the client… but I started to notice, when I asked for feedback from clients 
in the first months, they would say the chicken isn’t properly plucked, but I just wanted 
to deliver it… [but] when I started to listen, [to ask] ‘What do you think should be 
better?’ – now the clients bring me solutions… and after MUVA a good deal of clients 
call me.  

Another interviewee expressed a greater capability to take on challenges such as Covid-19 
by using the skills she learned, including empathy, through the empathy map activity. She 
commented, ‘what I liked most was to understand my clients’ pains.’  

Two interviewees said their business had gained more customers after they learned to treat 
customers well or satisfy them. One interviewee mentioned she now practised patience with 
customers, but not at home – an interesting outcome that links back to the idea that agency 
can be exercised in different domains (Chang et al. 2020; Gammage et al. 2016).  

Leadership 

PAM project evaluations that draw on both qualitative interviews and survey data indicate 
that PAM participants recognised their potential as leaders. Guided and gender-sensitive 
reflections helped women see themselves as role models with businesses who have the 
potential to empower other women and see that self-employment is more than just a survival 
strategy. It can be a path to empowerment, and a way to provide other women with 
employment.  

Two interviewees revealed that participants perceived themselves as role models through 
informal conversations they had with other women. One participant shared she would tell 
women they were strong and capable, and could do anything men could. Another expressed 
that PAM not only taught her she could inspire others, but that she must inspire others, 
conveying the sense of duty she now felt. When chatting to other women, she often used 
herself as an example to show how a woman’s business could grow and achieve success:  

I provide myself as an example – look at where I am, I came from below, I’m not 
saying I’m at the very top, but it’s by growing and stumbling that you will get there… do 
things slowly, little by little. 

Communication 

Among PAM participants who shared views on communication, three expressed the 
importance of this skill in managing or building relationships with customers. One expressed 
she learned how to be assertive and to say ‘no’ when customers asked for too many 
discounts. Another shared that, as part of the PAM project, researchers showed her she 
needed to work on improving her communication. After learning communications skills in 
PAM, she was better able to manage her staff. 
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Results in MUVA+ show gains in some targeted soft skills  
This section reviews evidence of some of the intra- and interpersonal skills (overcoming 
barriers, problem-solving, creativity, innovation, proactivity, aspiration) MUVA+ sought to 
foster in participants. This does not mean that other impacts were not achieved, but this 
paper focuses on agency. 

Self-confidence, legitimacy and overcoming barriers 

MUVA+ project evaluations showed that women’s self-confidence and aspiration improved 
after participating in the project. Additionally, focus group discussions revealed that MUVA+ 
participants felt valued after participating in the MUVA+ project. One participant expressed 
how before MUVA+ she felt ‘like a beggar, asking for handouts in the market’, but now she 
understood she was a business owner. Two participants expressed feeling capable and in 
control, with one feeling so able to overcome barriers that she also felt capable of helping 
others who had not participated in the MUVA+ course:  

Now I can help anyone that hasn’t had this training, I feel I am capable, I feel proud.  

Choice and aspiration 

The clearest changes in intra-personal skills in MUVA+ are related to changes in perceived 
choice and aspiration. A baseline survey in MUVA+ indicated that 53 per cent of participants 
wanted their business to grow as much as possible (as opposed to enough for survival) 
before MUVA+ training and mentorship, whereas this number grew to 72 per cent at 
endline.12 Qualitative evidence in focus group discussions also found MUVA+ had triggered 
changes in participants’ mindsets and aspirations. Some mentioned particular reflection and 
introspection activities that had contributed to this change in mindset, including the staircase 
of life and fishbone diagram activities. At least three participants mentioned that the 
staircase of life had allowed them to reflect on where they came from, and where they could 
go, signalling potential nudges to build aspiration and ultimately strengthen agency. 

Two participants mentioned that a fear of risk-taking or a feeling of lacking control of their 
business was holding them back from accomplishing their goals. One participant mentioned 
she was afraid to even define her goals since she had no money to save and was 
responsible for providing for her family. After working with MUVA+ to project earnings if she 
diversified, she decided to set a small goal – adding a new product, potatoes – and saw her 
income increase, and then felt able to set goals. Another participant explained that once she 
used the fishbone diagram to learn what she did and did not have control over, she chose to 
invest her money in registering for an English class, rather than investing in business 
improvement. These examples show an increased sense of choice and control (a layer in 
the bolinha roxa approach) after taking part in MUVA+’s reflection activities.  

Customer service and communication 

Although not a defined interpersonal skill in MUVA+, qualitative evidence in MUVA+ showed 
that participants had learned to treat their customers with care after participating in the 
project. This in turn increased sales. In some cases, women indicated they previously had 
negative attitudes towards their customers but had learned to treat them well:  

I learned that it is important to be friendly to my customers and to take their 
wishes into consideration. Before, when a customer asked me for the price 
and then did not buy anything, I often lost my temper and insulted them and 

 
12 Confidence interval of 90 per cent; sample size of 96 participants across three project cycles. 
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sometimes I sent them away. But now I [have] started to treat the customers 
better, I am friendly with them. 

Focus group discussions also supported evidence that women learned to care for and pay 
attention to their customers when they came to their stands: 

Before I didn’t pay much attention to clients, sometimes they would come to 
buy [from me] and I would be occupied in gossip, but I don’t do that now, I 
pay attention to [my] clients. 

The importance of networks  
An important finding from PAM and MUVA+ is that networks were key to participants’ 
success in their businesses. One of PAM’s objectives was to promote the creation of 
networks of women entrepreneurs to increase collaboration, business and sorority. This was 
a clear success in PAM as the networks created through PAM, in general or specifically 
through its networking-focused activities (entrepreneurship cafés, networking), led to several 
outcomes:  

• Gains in technical knowledge in PAM participants’ industries – for example, 
bakers and confectioners sharing how to preserve ingredients.  

• Increased referrals to/from and partnerships with fellow PAM participants – 
for example, a hairdresser asking a bride if she has a baker for her wedding (and if 
not, providing a referral).  

• Increased business through expansion of customer bases among PAM 
participants – for example, one participant deliberately buying chickens from her 
PAM colleague rather than at the market.  

• Introduction to online platforms that expand networks or the ability to 
network – for example, participants sharing information from a marketing course in 
the PAM WhatsApp group, which remained open after the project ended. 

• Creation of supportive peer environments – for example, participants continue 
mutual business support relations through social media. 

The last observation is important as it relates to building power within and power with, or 
collective agency. Informal networking with peers in PAM led some women to feel inspired, 
believe in themselves, ‘lose the fear’ they had and understand they were not struggling alone 
– they faced challenges in common. Two interviewees stated that on meeting other 
entrepreneurs of similar profiles to themselves, they began to believe in themselves and feel 
more capable. One expressed feeling solidarity with her colleagues in knowing that they 
were all ‘linked to the same problem.’ Another shared that meeting other women in her line 
of business provided support as they ‘help each other conquer this “fear” that eventually 
disappears.’ 

However, one PAM participant expressed dissatisfaction with the networking session, which 
focused on analysing networks to expand one’s business. She expressed that she felt more 
could have been done to connect participants in particular sectors for concrete partnership 
opportunities. 

In MUVA+, although not an explicit objective, we also see evidence of networking increasing 
agency in the project; in particular, collective agency or power with in the market setting. 
This evidence includes: 
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• Partnership and differentiation agreements – one participant reached an 
agreement with a vendor in the market, who cooked food, to sell her potatoes 
before they went bad. Two participants mentioned collaborating with their market 
stall neighbours to differentiate products:  

I explained that we needed to differentiate the products we sell to avoid 
competition, and they understood me and now we sell different products – I 
sell papaya, another one sells lemons, and another pears, and business has 
increased. 

• Creation of supportive peer environments in the market – two participants 
expressed getting along better with their colleagues. One said that before she 
never greeted her market neighbours, but now she does; they are friends, and they 
‘help each other with ideas and advice. [They] even get together to go shopping 
which saves [them] money in transport, time, and facilitates [their] negotiations.’  

• Increased bargaining power in purchasing goods – one participant stated she 
learned to buy products in bulk with her colleagues to get a better price. Another 
stated that she learned to negotiate in the MUVA+ roleplaying activity and then 
joined up with another participant to negotiate the price of piri piri (spice mix) with a 
wholesaler, resulting in a better deal for both. 

While no networking session was held with MUVA+ participants, during the project 
participants reflected on power dynamics and their ability to intervene and help their 
colleagues in the power triangle activity. Participants also engaged in roleplaying activities, 
including acting out scenarios where market vendors banded together to negotiate with 
wholesalers. While most of the evidence we see in MUVA+ is not directly linked to these 
activities, it is possible that participants learned such behaviours or took the initiative after 
engaging in them during the project, as in the last example on bargaining power above. 
These examples all point to an increased power with among participants, which has helped 
them to increase both individual and collective agency and supports the idea of Gammage et 
al. (2016) that agency is more than simply ‘individual utility maximisation’. 

6. Discussion 
Investing in efforts to promote power within is a worthwhile approach to agency 
strengthening and building. Many PAM participants expressed views that one of the most 
damaging barriers is an internalised belief that women are weak, meant for particular roles 
only or simply not able to do certain things, beyond more visible, tangible or socialised 
barriers women face in the workforce, that are often imposed by patriarchal structures. Using 
the bolinha roxa concept, PAM worked to break down these barriers by promoting 
self-confidence and a belief in oneself or power within. In MUVA+, women also gained a 
sense of legitimacy after participating in the project. Interventions targeting soft, more 
intangible skills and outcomes may seem more difficult to deliver and harder to measure, as 
was expressed in the guidance for soft skills training for entrepreneurship programmes by 
Youth Business International (YBI 2019); but learning from MUVA’s entrepreneurship project 
shows that investments in such projects and interventions to strengthen agency are justified 
One PAM participant shared how she felt few non-governmental organisations (NGOs) did 
the work that MUVA does: 

PAM made the woman more daring, more able to do things for herself… this is 
very gratifying, [as] very few NGOs help women recognise their worth, their 
great worth 
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The power of networking and collective agency should not be ignored. Perhaps one of 
the most interesting lessons from both PAM and MUVA+ is that bringing women together 
provided a platform for them to exchange ideas, share knowledge, encourage each other, 
support each other’s businesses through referrals and partnerships, and bargain within the 
market. While not a primary desired outcome of either project, the bolinha roxa components 
of the interventions meant to support individual agency and foster power within also had the 
inadvertent effect of promoting forms of collective agency, where alternative spaces or 
networks are created in which groups can collectively increase consciousness and voice, 
and act to achieve particular goals (Fernandez-Wulff 2019). This collective agency is linked 
to power with in MUVA’s entrepreneurship programme. We see power with exercised in the 
economic domain in the examples of MUVA+ vendors coming together to buy in bulk or 
negotiate prices with wholesalers; and in PAM, we see it in entrepreneurs creating referral 
systems and partnerships between businesses. Both examples could also be considered 
examples of social power being exercised, since connections were made, or bridges built, 
within groups (VeneKlasen and Miller 2002). Lastly, power within was evident in 
entrepreneurs’ comments about how they were able to relate to other entrepreneurs and feel 
supported, inspired, motivated – suggesting that this collective agency outcome may also 
contribute toward a sense of agency at individual level.  

The broad networking outcomes that resulted from PAM and MUVA+ activities point to entry 
points for future female economic empowerment interventions targeting both individual and 
more collective agency in markets. How individual agency can be used to enhance networks 
and organisations to leverage collective agency for women entrepreneurs in LMICs needs 
more study, but this resonates with the findings of Gammage et al. (2016) and McKenzie, 
Puerto and Odhiambo (2019): trainings are not enough on their own; participants need 
active support in strengthening capabilities (Shariff 2018) while creating spaces to build and 
sustain networks with other women and women’s associations (Fernandez-Wulff 2019). 

While short-term results are encouraging, long-term effects on agency have yet to be 
measured. We have learned from reviewing literature on comparable programmes that it 
can be difficult to measure the long-term impacts of soft skills interventions on agency and 
empowerment, and these impacts may plateau over time (Stangl et al. 2015; Ubfal et al. 
2020; Valdivia 2011; Batista and Seither 2019). In MUVA+ and PAM, qualitative and 
quantitative endline data were collected in the final weeks of each project or exactly at 
project endline. To confirm if these outcomes plateaued or remain strong, a large follow-up 
study will be conducted on the PAM and MUVA+ projects in 2022, which will feed into 
knowledge about longer-term outcomes. Among other desired long-term outcomes, the 
study will look at skills and agency to determine whether the plateau effect observed in other 
programmes is also apparent in MUVA’s female entrepreneurship projects. 

Tailoring of design and delivery to context and target group are important in MUVA 
projects. Another interesting aspect of MUVA’s entrepreneurship projects is the degree to which 
they are tailored to contexts and participant groups. While MUVA+ and PAM share similarities in 
the conceptual frameworks they are built upon, including the bolinha roxa concept, they are 
vastly different in their details, delivery and emphases, including in MUVA’s selection of targeted 
soft skills to strengthen agency. This does not mean that similar projects or programmes cannot 
be replicated in other contexts in sub-Saharan Africa or other LMICs; indeed, MUVA adapted its 
MUVA+ project to support young women in rural Mozambique through its Sonho Rural 
(Rural Dreams) project and also trained an NGO in Malawi, Women Together,13 on 
implementing an adapted version of MUVA+. However, it means that each one must be 
carefully tailored in its design and delivery, especially as the quality of trainings may matter 
even more in psychology-based programmes than in hard skills trainings (McKenzie 2021). 

 

13 Women Together: www.womentogetherglobal.com/ 

http://www.womentogetherglobal.com/
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7. Conclusions – how MUVA has 
contributed to knowledge 
This paper shows how abstract concepts of power, agency and economic empowerment 
translate into the real world using the experiences of entrepreneurs who participated in two 
female entrepreneurship projects run by the MUVA social incubator in Mozambique. Agency 
strengthening through trainings that emphasise participants’ intra- and interpersonal skills 
resulted in positive outcomes related to their self-confidence, aspiration, empathy, leadership 
and communication skills. These (soft) skills help women entrepreneurs believe they can act 
on the goals they set themselves and eventually achieve them, which are all needed for 
economic empowerment. Ultimately, as MUVA shows, on an individual level this gives them 
the opportunity to amplify their voice and increase their control over decisions and 
opportunities to widen their network.  

This paper also highlights useful tools that worked for MUVA. For example, the fishbone 
diagram employed throughout the MUVA+ trainings showed participants how to break their 
business challenges into smaller, more manageable – and achievable –pieces. The personal 
objectives and staircase of life activities employed in PAM and MUVA+, respectively, both 
used a staircase metaphor to help women reflect on the challenges they had already 
overcome. These tools are all examples of activities that strengthen agency in cases where 
it may already exist, but which require some careful nudging through teaching, stimulating or 
encouraging particular soft skills. 

Importantly, using these so-called soft skills in combination with hard skills (e.g. 
bookkeeping) and opportunities (e.g. opening a bank or savings account; market research to 
understand customers) within MUVA’s female entrepreneurship projects not only resulted in 
strengthening participants’ agency, but the women entrepreneurs in both PAM and MUVA+ 
also used their new skills and ambitions to improve their business performance (e.g. more 
customers) and outcomes (e.g. higher profits). These findings could be useful for other 
organisations in designing and implementing female entrepreneurship programmes in 
LMICs, although the projects cannot be replicated exactly as the context and type of female 
entrepreneur matter.   



 

 
 

26 

References 
Alibhai, S.; Buehren, N.; Frese, M.; Goldstein, M.; Papineni, S. and Wolf K. (2019) Full 

Esteem Ahead? Mindset-Oriented Business Training in Ethiopia, Working Paper, 
Washington, DC: World Bank. DOI: 10.1596/1813-9450-8892 

Bastian, G.; Bianchi, I.; Goldstein, M. and Montalvao, J. (2018) Short-Term Impacts of 
Improved Access to Mobile Savings, with and without Business Training: Experimental 
Evidence from Tanzania, Washington DC: Center for Global Development 

Batista, C. and Seither, J. (2019) Aspirations, Expectations, Identities: Behavioral 
Constraints of Micro-Entrepreneurs, NovAfrica Working Paper Series, no. 1906.August 

Batista, C. and Seither, J. (2018) Reference Points and Entrepreneurship, February 
Bischler, J. and Manicom Rebelo, A.C. (2019) How to Build Young Women’s Soft Skills 

Through Strengthening Their ‘Power Within’, Maputo: Programa MUVA 
Bulte, E.; Lensink, R. and Vu, N. (2016) ‘Gender Training and Female Empowerment: 

Experimental Evidence from Vietnam’, Economics Letters 145.August: 117–19. DOI: 
10.1016/j.econlet.2016.06.003 

Buvinic, M.; O’Donnell, M.; Knowles, J.C. and Bourgault, S. (2020) Measuring Women’s 
Economic Empowerment, Data2X and the Center for Global Development 

Campos, F. et al. (2018) Personal Initiative Training Leads to Remarkable Growth of 
Women-Owned Small Businesses in Togo, Brief, Washington DC: World Bank. DOI: 
10.1596/29168 

Campos, F. et al. (2017) ‘Teaching Personal Initiative Beats Traditional Training in Boosting 
Small Business in West Africa’, Science 357.6357: 1287–90 

Carranza, E.; Dhakal, C. and Love, I. (2018) Female Entrepreneurs: How and Why Are They 
Different?, Working Paper, Washington DC: World Bank, DOI: 10.1596/31004 

Chadwick, I.C. and Raver, J.L. (2019) ‘Not for the Faint of Heart? A Gendered Perspective 
on Psychological Distress in Entrepreneurship’, Journal of Occupational Health 
Psychology 24.6: 662–74, DOI: 10.1037/ocp0000157 

Chang, W. et al. (2020) What Works to Enhance Women’s Agency: Cross-Cutting Lessons 
from Experimental and Quasi-Experimental Studies, J-PAL Working Paper, Cambridge 
MA: Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab 

Cirera, X. and Qasim, Q. (2014) Supporting Growth-Oriented Women Entrepreneurs: A 
Review of the Evidence and Key Challenges, Innovation, Technology & 
Entrepreneurship Policy Note, World Bank 

De Vita, Luisa, Michela Mari, and Sara Poggesi. 2014. ‘Women Entrepreneurs in and from 
Developing Countries: Evidences from the Literature’, European Management Journal 
32.3: 451–60, DOI: 10.1016/j.emj.2013.07.009 

Donald, A.A.; Koolwal, G.B.; Annan, J.R.; Falb, K. and Goldstein, M.P. (2017) Measuring 
Women’s Agency, WPS8148 

Fernandez-Wulff, P. (2019) ‘Collective Agency in the Making: How Social Innovations in the 
Food System Practice Democracy beyond Consumption’, Politics and Governance 7.4: 
81–93, DOI: 10.17645/pag.v7i4.2111 

Fiala, N. 2018. ‘Returns to Microcredit, Cash Grants and Training for Male and Female 
Microentrepreneurs in Uganda’, World Development 105.May: 189–200. DOI: 
10.1016/j.worlddev.2017.12.027 

Gammage, S.; Kabeer, N. and van der Meulen Rodgers, Y. (2016) ‘Voice and Agency: 
Where Are We Now?’, Feminist Economics 22.1: 1–29, DOI: 
10.1080/13545701.2015.1101308 

Hunjan, R. and Keophilavong, S. (2010) Power and Making Change Happen, Democracy 
and Civil Society Programme, Dunfermline: Carnegie UK Trust 

Kabeer, N. (1999) ‘Resources, Agency, Achievements: Reflections on the Measurement of 
Women’s Empowerment’, Development and Change 30.3: 435–64, DOI: 
10.1111/1467-7660.00125 

https://doi.org/10.1596/1813-9450-8892
https://doi.org/10.1596/1813-9450-8892
https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/short-term-impacts-improved-access-mobile-savings-business-training.pdf
https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/short-term-impacts-improved-access-mobile-savings-business-training.pdf
https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/short-term-impacts-improved-access-mobile-savings-business-training.pdf
http://novafrica.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/1906.pdf
http://novafrica.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/1906.pdf
https://editorialexpress.com/cgi-bin/conference/download.cgi?db_name=CSAE2018&paper_id=1205
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjMhKvxr-v2AhUIesAKHdNRC9QQFnoECAkQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fmuvamoz.co.mz%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2021%2F07%2Fbolinha_roxa_v9.pdf&usg=AOvVaw2NGWnUoC61xEu-XOg7Q-_V
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjMhKvxr-v2AhUIesAKHdNRC9QQFnoECAkQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fmuvamoz.co.mz%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2021%2F07%2Fbolinha_roxa_v9.pdf&usg=AOvVaw2NGWnUoC61xEu-XOg7Q-_V
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econlet.2016.06.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econlet.2016.06.003
https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/measuring-womens-economic-empowerment.pdf
https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/measuring-womens-economic-empowerment.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1596/29168
https://doi.org/10.1596/29168
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aan5329
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aan5329
https://doi.org/10.1596/31004
https://doi.org/10.1596/31004
https://doi.org/10.1037/ocp0000157
https://doi.org/10.1037/ocp0000157
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/page/what-works-enhance-womens-agency
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/page/what-works-enhance-womens-agency
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/301891468327585460/pdf/92210-REPLACEMENT-Supporting-Growth-Oriented-Women-Entrepreneurs-A-Review-of-the-Evidence-and-Key-Challenge.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/301891468327585460/pdf/92210-REPLACEMENT-Supporting-Growth-Oriented-Women-Entrepreneurs-A-Review-of-the-Evidence-and-Key-Challenge.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.emj.2013.07.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.emj.2013.07.009
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail
https://doi.org/10.17645/pag.v7i4.2111
https://doi.org/10.17645/pag.v7i4.2111
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2017.12.027
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2017.12.027
https://doi.org/10.1080/13545701.2015.1101308
https://doi.org/10.1080/13545701.2015.1101308
https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/power-and-making-change-happen/
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-7660.00125
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-7660.00125


 

 
 

27 

Lybbert, T.J. and Wydick, B. (2016) Hope as Aspirations, Agency, and Pathways: Poverty 
Dynamics and Microfinance in Oaxaca, Mexico, Working Paper 22661, National 
Bureau of Economic Research, DOI: 10.3386/w22661 

Manzanera-Román, S. and Brändle, G. (2016) ‘Abilities and skills as factors explaining the 
differences in women entrepreneurship’, Suma de Negocios 7.15: 38–46, DOI: 
10.1016/j.sumneg.2016.02.001 

McKenzie, D. (2021) ‘Small Business Training to Improve Management Practices in 
Developing Countries: Re-Assessing the Evidence for “Training Doesn’t Work”’, Oxford 
Review of Economic Policy 37.2: 276–301, DOI: 10.1093/oxrep/grab002 

McKenzie, D.; Puerto, S. and Odhiambo, F. (2019) Unpacking the Determinants of 
Entrepreneurship Development and Economic Empowerment for Women in Kenya, 
Impact Evaluation Report 95, 3ie 

MUVA (forthcoming) MUVA Theory of Change 2015, Maputo: Programa MUVA 
MUVA (2020) MUVA+ Training Manual, Maputo: Programa MUVA 
Otsuki, K.; Jasaw, G. and Lolig, V. (2018) ‘Linking Individual and Collective Agency for 

Enhancing Community Resilience in Northern Ghana’, Society & Natural Resources 
31.2: 151–65, DOI: 10.1080/08941920.2017.1347971 

Patel, P. (2014) Effectiveness of Entrepreneurship Development Interventions on Women 
Entrepreneurs, Geneva: International Labour Organization 

Quak, E. and Barenboim, I. (2022) Female Entrepreneurship and Informality in Low- and 
Middle-Income Countries: What Have We Learned So Far?, Brighton: Institute of 
Development Studies, DOI: 10.19088/MUVA.2022.001 

Quak, E.; Barenboim, I. and Guimarães, L. (2022) Female Entrepreneurship and the 
Creation of More and Better Jobs in sub-Saharan African Countries, MUVA Paper 
Series. Brighton: Institute of Development Studies, DOI: 10.19088/MUVA.2022.002 

Rao, A.; Sandler, J.; Kelleher, D. and Miller, C. (eds) (2016) Gender at Work: Theory and 
Practice for 21st Century Organizations, London: Routledge 

Robb, A.; Valerio, A. and Parton, B. (2014) Entrepreneurship Education and Training : 
Insights from Ghana, Kenya, and Mozambique, Washington, DC: World Bank, DOI: 
10.1596/978-1-4648-0278-2 

Sajjad, M.; Kaleem, N.; Chani, M.I. and Ahmed, M. (2020) ‘Worldwide Role of Women 
Entrepreneurs in Economic Development’, Asia Pacific Journal of Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship 14.2: 151–60, DOI: 10.1108/APJIE-06-2019-0041 

Shankar, A.V.; Onyura, M. and Alderman, J. (2015) ‘Agency-Based Empowerment Training 
Enhances Sales Capacity of Female Energy Entrepreneurs in Kenya’, Journal of 
Health Communication 20.sup1: 67–75, DOI: 10.1080/10810730.2014.1002959 

Shariff, R. (2018) ‘Collective Agency Capability: How Capabilities Can Emerge in a Social 
Moment’, in F. Comim, P.B. Anand, and S. Fennell (eds), New Frontiers of the 
Capability Approach, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, DOI: 
10.1017/9781108559881.008 

Siba, E. (2019) Empowering Women Entrepreneurs in Developing Countries: Why Current 
Programs Fall Short, February 

Sook-Lin, T. (2019) Soft Skills for Female Entrepreneurship in Tanzania, CDI Working Paper 
Series, WP No. 02/2019, Cambridge: Cambridge Development Initiative 

Stangl, A.; Farley, K.; Sievwright, K.; Brady, L. and Fritz, K. (2015) Enhancing Women’s 
Entrepreneurship in Kenya: Initial Qualitative Assessment of the ILO’s GET Ahead 
Business Training Programme, Geneva: International Labour Organization, DOI: 
10.1163/2210-7975_HRD-4022-2015074 

Thorpe, J.; Barenboim, I. and Come, L. (2022) Learning from Entrepreneurship 
Programming for Women’s Economic Empowerment, Brighton: Institute of 
Development Studies, DOI: 10.19088/MUVA.2022.003 

Ubfal, D. et al. (2020) The Impact of Soft-Skills Training for Entrepreneurs in Jamaica, 
Washington DC: Inter-American Development Bank, DOI: 10.18235/0002450 

https://doi.org/10.3386/w22661
https://doi.org/10.3386/w22661
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sumneg.2016.02.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sumneg.2016.02.001
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxrep/grab002
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxrep/grab002
https://www.3ieimpact.org/evidence-hub/publications/impact-evaluations/unpacking-determinants-entrepreneurship-development
https://www.3ieimpact.org/evidence-hub/publications/impact-evaluations/unpacking-determinants-entrepreneurship-development
https://doi.org/10.1080/08941920.2017.1347971
https://doi.org/10.1080/08941920.2017.1347971
http://www.ilo.org/empent/areas/womens-entrepreneurship-development-wed/WCMS_329356/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/empent/areas/womens-entrepreneurship-development-wed/WCMS_329356/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.doi.org/10.19088/MUVA.2022.001
http://www.doi.org/10.19088/MUVA.2022.002
https://doi.org/10.1596/978-1-4648-0278-2
https://doi.org/10.1596/978-1-4648-0278-2
https://doi.org/10.1108/APJIE-06-2019-0041
https://doi.org/10.1108/APJIE-06-2019-0041
https://doi.org/10.1080/10810730.2014.1002959
https://doi.org/10.1080/10810730.2014.1002959
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108559881.008
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108559881.008
https://think-asia.org/handle/11540/9976
https://think-asia.org/handle/11540/9976
http://www.cambridgedevelopment.org/uploads/1/0/2/4/102410442/_2__cdi_female_entrepreneurship_sook-lin__final_.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1163/2210-7975_HRD-4022-2015074
https://doi.org/10.1163/2210-7975_HRD-4022-2015074
https://doi.org/10.1163/2210-7975_HRD-4022-2015074
http://www.doi.org/10.19088/MUVA.2022.003
https://doi.org/10.18235/0002450


 

 
 

28 

Valdivia, M. (2011) Training or Technical Assistance? A Field Experiment to Learn What 
Works to Increase Managerial Capital for Female Microentrepeneurs, CAF Working 
Paper, Caracas: CAF Development Bank of Latin America 

VeneKlasen, L. and Miller, V. (2002) A New Weave of Power, People and Politics: The 
Action Guide for Advocacy and Citizen Participation, 1st ed., Rugby, Warwickshire: 
Practical Action Publishing  

Vinay, D. and Singh, D. (2015) ‘Status and Scope of Women Entrepreneurship’, Universal 
Journal of Management 3.2: 43–51 DOI: 10.13189/ujm.2015.030201 

World Bank Group (2019) Profiting from Parity: Unlocking the Potential of Women’s 
Business in Africa, Washington DC: World Bank, DOI: 10.1596/31421 

YBI (2019) ‘Entrepreneurial Soft Skills for the Future: A Scoping Study, Youth Business 
International (YBI) 

 

http://scioteca.caf.com/handle/123456789/217
http://scioteca.caf.com/handle/123456789/217
https://doi.org/10.13189/ujm.2015.030201
https://doi.org/10.1596/31421
https://doi.org/10.1596/31421
https://www.youthbusiness.org/file_uploads/YBI-SoftSkillsForTheFuture.pdf

	Paper series: MUVA’s contributions to knowledge in the field of female entrepreneurship
	The importance of soft skills for strengthening agency in female entrepreneurship programmes
	Paper No. 4
	Authors: Alisha Ault, Evert-jan Quak and Luize Guimarães
	April 2022

	Acknowledgements
	Suggested citation
	About this report
	Contents
	Summary
	Key Messages
	1. Introduction
	Purpose
	Concepts

	2. Literature review – evidence on agency strengthening in female entrepreneurship interventions
	3. MUVA’s approach to female entrepreneurship interventions – the importance of the bolinha roxa
	Locating agency and empowerment within MUVA’s framework
	Figure 1: MUVA’s programme framework
	Source: Authors’ own. Adapted from MUVA (forthcoming).
	The bolinha roxa: a key link in the foundations of agency
	Figure 2: Bolinha roxa’s layered components

	4. Implementing the bolinha roxa in MUVA’s entrepreneurship projects – experiences from PAM and MUVA+
	Table 1: Variations in intra- and interpersonal skills in MUVA projects
	The bolinha roxa in PAM
	Table 2: PAM project components and intersections with bolinha roxa layers
	The bolinha roxa in MUVA+
	Table 3: MUVA+ project components and intersections with bolinha roxa layers
	Figure 3: Staircase of life diagram used in MUVA+
	The fishbone diagram through bolinha roxa’s layers
	Figure 4: Fishbone diagram used in MUVA+

	5. What we have learned from MUVA’s female entrepreneurship projects
	Results from PAM show gains across all targeted soft skills
	Self-confidence
	Aspiration
	Empathy
	Leadership
	Communication
	Results in MUVA+ show gains in some targeted soft skills
	Self-confidence, legitimacy and overcoming barriers
	Choice and aspiration
	Customer service and communication
	The importance of networks

	6. Discussion
	7. Conclusions – how MUVA has contributed to knowledge
	References

