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Abstract 
Women who are involved in the informal business sector make a contribution to the 
expansion of the country's economy.  The majority of them, on the other hand, are not aware 
of the risk that this sector possesses.  The characteristics of this industry as well as the 
elevated risks that women face, are investigated in this study.  In order to carry out this study, 
a qualitative approach is utilised by means of secondary analysis, which is based on a survey 
of the relevant literature and informal interviews.  Through the implementation of a social 
protection program, the purpose of this study is to empower women who are involved in the 
informal business sector.  As a result of this study, it was discovered that women working in 
the informal sector are unaware of the risks they encounter and the social protection 
programs that are available to them. 
Keywords: Informal Business Sector, Women Empowerment, Economic Growth, 
Sustainability, Resilience  
 
Introduction 
Informal business sector is a subject of interest within the framework of Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth) and SDG 5 (Gender 
Equality). SDG 8 promotes sustained, inclusive, and sustainable economic growth, full and 
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productive employment and decent work for all including women. SDG 5 specifically aims to 
achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls, is particularly relevant to women 
in the informal business sector. 
 
Informal business sector, which is a part of the informal economy, is a concept that has been 
defined and discussed by scholars, economists and researchers in various ways. According to 
the International Labour Organization (ILO) (2023), informal economy refers to “all economic 
activities, excluding illicit activities, by workers and economic units that are in law or in 
practice not covered or insufficiently covered by formal arrangement”. Informal employment 
refers to “working arrangements that are de facto or de jure not subject to national labour 
organisation, income taxation or entitlement to social protection or certain other 
employment benefits”. The informal business sector faces significant vulnerabilities due to 
limited social protection, precarious working conditions, and exposure to economic shocks. 
Informal workers often lack access to social security, healthcare, and other safety nets, 
making them more susceptible to poverty and economic hardship. The COVID-19 pandemic 
highlighted these vulnerabilities, with many informal sector workers experiencing job losses, 
income insecurity, and food shortage.  
 
In the dynamic landscape of the informal business sector, women often find themselves 
navigating a uniquely challenging terrain. Women in informal business; ranging from street 
vendors and domestic workers to small-scale entrepreneurs face elevated risks that can 
significantly impact their financial stability and personal safety. These risks stem from a 
combination of system issues, including limited access to resources, lack of legal protections 
and social biases that disproportionately affect them. As the informal business sectors 
continue to grow, understanding these heightened risks is crucial for developing more 
inclusive policies and support systems that can empower women and promote fair economic 
opportunities. 
 
The Involvement of Women in Informal Sector 
Worldwide, informal employment is a greater source of employment for men (60%) than for 
women (55%). Nevertheless, it is important to note that this global result does not accurately 
represent the situation in most countries. In fact, in 56% of countries particularly in low and 
lower middle-income countries, the proportion of women engaged in informal employment 
is higher than that of men (International Labour Organization, 2023. Business Insider (May 
2025) highlights the significant rise in women-led startups, noting that women-owned 
startups accounted for 49% of all new businesses in 2024. However, it also points out the 
persistent funding disparities, with women remaining 75% less likely to receive equity 
financing than men, leading many to rely on personal debt and social networks. Although 
women make up 37.7% of the total workforce, they are overrepresented in precarious 
employment types such as part-time, temporary, and unpaid family work. Furthermore, 
women face higher unemployment rates than men and are more likely to remain unemployed 
for extended periods. They are also more susceptible to time-related underemployment, 
where they work fewer hours than they are both willing and able to work (Puteri Marjan and 
Hawati, 2024).   
 
Othman et al. (2020) found that informal workers in urban areas are engaged in wholesale 
and retail trades, construction works and hospitality and food services, particularly 
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restaurants. As of report from Ministry of Economy and DOSM in 2023, informal employment 
in Malaysia including agriculture was estimated at 3.45 million people. Among them, 53.2% 
(or 1.83 million) were engaged in the informal sector. In the non-agricultural sector alone, 
2.84 million were informally employed. whereas 47.2% (1.34 million) operated within 
informal enterprises. A significant share of these roles, particularly in informal enterprises, is 
held by women, reflecting their strong presence in home-based work, market vending, and 
unregistered service activities. The two predominant occupational categories in the informal 
sectors, with over 80% representation by women are service and sales workers and craft and 
related trades. More than half (56.2%) of women in the informal sector are service and sales 
workers, while 27% are in craft and related trade.  
 
Women in the informal sectors encompass high-school leavers. Highly educated women often 
choose jobs in the informal sectors to balance their roles as both mothers and workers, 
benefiting from the flexibility it offers. The informal sector provides women with the 
opportunity to earn income autonomously and to diminish their susceptibility in society 
(Ahmad et al., 2022). Thus, the Malaysian government’s determination to strengthen 
women’s participation in business is opportune, as it demonstrates the intention to 
incorporate all individuals into the workforce. Consequently, women with higher education 
are now seen as significant participants in the informal sector workforce. For example, 
women are increasingly participating in the gig economy due to the advancements of the 
digital era. Women possess a multitude of skills, expertise, creativity and production 
knowledge, particularly in the field of food and fashion. This provides them with the chance 
to engage in online businesses. 
 
The informal business sector also being dominated by single mothers. This category 
encompasses women who are either divorced, separated from their former spouses, or 
widowed and raising their children independently (Norfadzilah Abdul Razak et.al., 2024). 
Furthermore, a combination of job obligations, parenting responsibilities and childcare 
requirements create obstacles for the majority of single mothers to secure employment; thus, 
hindering their capacity to break free from poverty (Youngblut et al., 2000; Broussard et al., 
2012). Economic hardship and the inability to generate income represent some of the major 
challenges for single mothers. Poverty among single mothers can be attributable to factors 
such as low incomes, unemployment, low education levels, lack of sufficient skill and age 
(Rohayu et al., 2011; Nor Aini and Doris, 2012). In addition, the challenges faced by single 
mothers can be attributed at least in part to the lack of financial assistance from their former 
spouses and relevant government agencies (Dayang Suria Mulia, 2017; Zarina and Anton, 
2012). Due to the inadequate education of women in rural areas, their capacity to compete 
for empoyment opportunities is restricted (Nor Asiah et al., 2014:245). Intan Hashimah et al. 
(2015) determined that stress among single mothers is mainly related to financial issues.  
 
The Issues of Rights in Informal Business Sector or Informal Employment 
The International Labour Organisation (ILO) emphasised that social security and social 
protection are basic human rights (ILO Website on International Labour Standards on Social 
Security, 2023). These rights should include policies and programmes that address poverty 
and vulnerability reductions including informal business sector and employment. Social 
protection fights for families' and children's inclusion, joblessness, injuries attained at the 
workplace, sickness, aging, disability, geological hazard and even health protection. 
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The main issues of informal business sector or informal employment are i) non-registration of 
business; and ii) unprotected workers. It also referred to as working for a wage without any 
contributions made by the employers towards the worker's social protection and benefits 
such as Employees Provident Fund (EPF), Social Security Organization (SOCSO), health 
benefits and paid leave (World Bank 2010). The worth situation was, amidst the initial 
implementation of the Movement Control Order in 2020, over 1.43 million became jobless. It 
was stated that out of ten informal workers, seven of them confessed their savings would not 
last even for one month (Nur Thuraya Sazali, 2020). Consequently, these workers were 
compelled to take out their savings in order to meet their monthly expenses, resulting in a 
considerable portion of them descending below the poverty threshold. 
 
It is reported that there are around 2 million workers who fail to officially register their 
businesses (The Star, 2022). According to a report by Kaler (2020), approximately 45% of 
women who assumed the responsibility of being the head of the family were not registered 
and lacked protection under the Malaysian Employees Provident Fund (EPF) scheme or the 
Malaysian Social Security Organization (SOCSO). Furthermore, women employed in the 
informal business sector are not eligible for basic employment entitlements such as maternity 
leave, paid sick leave, annual leave, minimum rest days, minimum notice period for 
termination, workers' legal protection, post termination benefits, protection against 
unjustified dismissal and social security coverage (Mohd Nadzri & Nordin, 2023). In another 
analysis, the proportion of workers without social security and retirement plans was higher, 
ranging from 34% to 39% in 2019 (Tumin, 2021). 
 
Malaysia is also having issues in safeguarding its social protection systems. Harriss-White 
(2010) showed that there is a notable correlation between informal employment and poverty 
and well-being, especially for women. This is mostly attributed to the unstructured and 
unmanageable of social security assurance that offered for women which is not delivered to 
the targeted group. Some issues include overlapped and non-integrated programmes, gaps in 
overall protection coverage and insufficient aid programmes to address socioeconomic 
vulnerability and fiscal challenges comprehensively. Therefore, the implementation of 
reforms to bridge this gap is very important to address fundamental issues that affect a large 
number of people and residents in Malaysia (Bank Negara Malaysia, 2020). 
 
Mahat et al. (2021) asserted that, in comparison to the non-registration business issues in 
Tanzania, the process of registering a business in Malaysia is significantly more convenient 
and straightforward.  This is because the registration can be completed online eliminating the 
need to physically visit the CCM office and fill out paper forms. However, issues may arise 
when women entrepreneurs lack knowledge or understanding in areas such as information 
technology and transportation. Another issue arises from the fact that certain individuals may 
encounter challenges in accessing the internet due to their geographical location. Limited 
internet access will result in these female entrepreneurs being excluded from aid and 
initiatives specifically designated for them. Additionally, the registration system is not user-
friendly, as the language and terms used are not understood by users in the informal sector. 
A study conducted by King et al. (2015) examined the informal sector in Kumasi, Ghana. The 
study discovered that organisations dedicated to supporting informal sector workers are 
unable to generate sufficient funds to sustain their operations, resulting in little capacity to 
safeguard informal workers. Bhatt and Jariwala (2018) found that groups formed by 
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impoverished individuals face difficulties in combating poverty and discrimination, however, 
they possess limited ability to advocate for the rights of their members. The research 
highlighted that most female workers were inclined to join a trade organisation, as these 
organisations assist them in meeting their social needs. In short, participation in such 
organisations has the potential to enhance the sustainability of the informal sectors. 
 
Methodology 
This is a qualitative study. It applied descriptive and critical analysis utilising secondary data 
and available materials including reports, newspaper, statistical reports, journal articles, to 
examine the meanings and characteristics associated with the informal economy, informal 
business, informal employment sector and the issues of social protection for women. 
Additionally, an informal interview was conducted with some selected women engaged in the 
informal business such as baby sitter, hawker, food stall entrepreneur to ascertain their status 
regarding business registration and social protection. An informal interview was conducted 
with the officer responsible for women’s social protection under SOCSO to comprehend the 
scheme available for women. 
 
Findings 
This study discovered that post pandemic has led to an annual increase in the number of 
individuals working in informal jobs, particularly women workers and younger individuals 
(Ahmad & Abdul Quddus, 2022). These workers are primarily employed in the service 
industries. Through reading and general observations, women in the informal workforce are 
primarily engaged in various sectors such as childcare, food vending, baking, selling goods at 
roadside stall, beauty and wellness services, online retails and e-commerce, tailoring, selling 
goods at market, providing homestay and tourism services and even working as couriers, 
drivers and construction workers. The motivations for working in the informal sector can vary 
individually, with cultural, economic and regional factors playing substantial influencing roles. 
A single mother is among the most vulnerable group in the informal sector. The study also 
discovered that women employed in the informal sectors are not exclusively restricted to 
those who have just completed high school. Highly educated women also participate in the 
informal business sector, seeking flexible employment that accommodates their dual roles as 
both mothers and workers. 
 
This study finds out five (5) key features of informal sectors which are; i) absence of formal 
registration and non-standard procedure, ii) unsecure social protection; iii) traditional and 
family-based businesses; iv) small scale, low capital intensity; v) no big data platform or 
association governed for the informal sector. When women choose the informal business 
sector based on their social background, education, flexibility, roles and duties in family and 
community, there are risks that most women are unaware or do not care of. This will affect 
women resilient and significance for a sustainable future. Women workers in the informal 
sector often face five (5) elevated risks in terms of, i) legal rights and benefits and job security 
in employment; ii) health, paid sick leave, maternity leave, personal development and 
retirement benefits and vulnerability to economic, social and climate shocks; iii) expanding 
business and technology sustainability, lack of access to public resources; iv) maintaining 
human resources and management, vulnerability to economic shocks, e-economy; v) drop 
out of the scheme, redundancy and non-integrated social protection programmes. All these 
risks have led to a significant increase in the number of women who are now living below the 
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poverty line due to lack of knowledge, management, and protection. The following Table 1 
provides an explanation on the features of informal business sector and risks that women in 
the informal sector require protection from. 
 
Table 1 
Elevated risks identified for women in the informal business sector 
 

 Key Features of the Informal Sector                  Risk for Women 

1. Absence of formal registration, non-
standard procedure 

Risk on legal requirements and regulatory 
bodies, rights and benefits and job security in 
employment. 

2. Unsecure social protection 
 

Risk for health, paid sick leave, maternity leave, 
personal development, retirement benefits and 
legal dependents and vulnerability to economic, 
social and climate shocks. 

3. Traditional and Family-based Businesses Risk in expanding business and sustaining 
customer attraction with technology and 
automation, lack of access to public resources. 

4. Small scale, low capital intensity and 
cash transaction 

Risk of maintaining human resources and 
management, vulnerability to economic shocks, 
e-economy. 

5. No big data platform or centre for 
informal employment 

Risk of drop out of the scheme, redundancy and 
non-integrated social protection programme. 

 
(Source: Authors compilation) 
 
Based on an informal interview on social protection provided by Social Security Organization 
(SOCSO), there is one (1) scheme which exclusively designed for women. The Housewives' 
Social Security Scheme (SKSSR) was initiated on 1st December 2022. The scheme is 
administered under the Housewives Social Security Act 2022 (Act 838). The aim of this scheme 
is to establish a comprehensive and inclusive social security system for women in Malaysia 
primarily targeting domestic works. SKSSR provides protection for the housewives against 
occupational accidents and disabilities incurred while performing household chores. SKSSR 
defines the word "housewife", to include both married and unmarried women, irrespective 
of their level of commitment to family management. This term includes wives or widows, 
single mothers, employed single woman and women devoted themselves exclusively to 
household management. Interestingly, the SKSSR may be created for and on behalf of the 
housewife, by her husband, the housewife herself, family members or any third party 
(Perkeso Website, 9th July 2024). Women in the informal business sector have the alternative 
of the Self-Employment Social Security Scheme (SKSPS) offered by SOCSO for social 
protection. The scheme has been available since 2017 for self-employed individuals 
regardless of gender and participation in voluntary. Until now, only two sectors are mandated 
by the government to take SKSPS scheme which are e-hailing and p-hailing. 
 
 
Social protection is essential in the informal employment and business sector for alleviating 
poverty and vulnerability, minimising risk exposure and enhancing individuals’ capacity to 
safeguard themselves against insecurities arising from loss of income, shocks, and limitations 
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due to health and family responsibilities (Ahmad et al., 2022). For example, a single mother 
employed as a cleaner for an unregistered company faces difficulties in defining their 
employment relations in the event of an accident occurs while working. The absence of a 
contract in defining employment relationships, coupled with insufficient social protection has 
resulted in numerous issues regarding the rights and responsibilities of employers and 
workers.  
 
Conclusion 
Informal economy is vulnerable due to non-registration and lack of social protection. In this 
sector, women are the most vulnerable and insecure regarding the effects of external shocks. 
The informal economy is addressed in the SDG8 which advocated for sustained, inclusive and 
sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all, as it 
can lead to unregulated and hazardous working conditions and limited opportunities for 
professional advancement. Most of the women workers in the informal sector possess lower 
educational background, limited technological skill and knowledge, have mobility challenges, 
encounter financial problems and are often a single mother. It is provided under SDG 5 on 
gender equality and women empowerment. Typically, women operating informal businesses 
received individualized support in finance, health, education, psychological assistance, legal 
matters and other areas. The businesses operate at their own peril and unprotected due to 
the absence of social protection or formal assistance during emergencies. This uncertainty 
may impact the livelihood and sustainability of all parties in the sector. 
 
Their denied benefits result not from the absence of government-provided social protection 
but from a lack of awareness and understanding of the elevated risks and schemes available 
for women in the informal sector. Understanding the elevated risks will enhance women’s 
knowledge regarding the necessity of social protection. To safeguard women in household 
management, one may opt for the SKSSR scheme, while for the protection of women in 
informal business, the SKSPS scheme is available. Nonetheless, both SKSSR and SKSPS 
provided by SOCSO merely implement injury insurance schemes that function unilaterally. 
Moreover, these schemes are optional, indicating that not all workers in Malaysia are 
mandated to obtain SOCSO coverage, with the exception of the newly regulated e-hailing and 
p-hailing sectors this year. Thus, it is imperative to establish a robust and compulsory social 
protection system that corresponds to the diverse risks faced by women. 
 
Paper Contribution to Related Field of Study 
Further study of this research will contribute to the improvement of SDG1 and SDG8. 
Additionally, it will contribute to the development of a 360-degree business model, which will 
assist women workers in informal business to enhance the business for being resilient during 
crisis or emergency. By recognising the significance of women in the informal sector and 
implementing policies and initiatives that support their economic and social well-being, 
countries can make progress toward achieving various SDGs. The informal sector can be a 
crucial driver of economic development, poverty reduction, gender equality and sustainability 
when properly supported and integrated into broader development agendas. 
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