Business & Economic Review: Vol. 12, No.4 2020 pp. 43-70
DOI: dx.doi.org/10.22547/BER/12.4.3

43

Fighting Work-Life Conflict: Strategies of Women
Entrepreneurs of Fashion Industry of Pakistan
Aamna Mukhtar1, Rafia Faiz2

Abstract
In pursuit of improved flexibility and control over performance of dual roles in work and
personal lives, an increasing number of women are shifting from paid employment to entrepreneurship. Yet, women entrepreneurs continue to experience dynamics of work-life conflict, particularly
when gender interplays with culture, religion and class in unconventional, patriarchal Muslim
societies. The purpose of this paper is to address the strategies adopted by Pakistani women
entrepreneurs to combat work-life conflict. Border theory and role theory form the theoretical
framework for this qualitative study. This study draws upon interpretive phenomenological approach (IPA) to examine lived experiences of coping with work-life conflict. In-depth interviews
with 35 women entrepreneurs of fashion industry were conducted in mixed Urdu and English
languages, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed thematically. Our study finds that women
entrepreneurs experience varying degrees of work-life imbalance, and adopt active strategies to
resist it. Due to poor institutional support, they largely tend to sacrifice their self-comfort for
the sake of their family and business obligations. Strategic planning, authority delegating and
seeking support from social capital are their most effective growth oriented strategies. Moreover,
some women also practice growth constraining strategies in their subjective structures, thus contributing to reproduction of inequalities. This study contributes to expansion of border theory
by highlighting the dynamics of work-life management when family and work are overlapping
spheres for entrepreneurs. It adds to the growing body of literature on resistance and agency of
marginalized women in emerging economies.
Keywords: Women entrepreneurs, work-life management, coping strategies, developing
economy, Pakistan

1. Introduction
Women constitute approximately 40 percent of the global workforce (ILO, 2017),
yet active participation of women across all levels of management hierarchy continues
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to be met by a mosaic of challenges, including those pertaining to gender roles, cultural
norms, religious misinterpretations and socio-economic class (Molina, 2020; Davies,
Yarrow & Syed, 2020; Agarwal & Lenka, 2015; McBride, Hebson & Holgate, 2015).
As research on gender issues, particularly work-life balance in business management,
has witnessed sporadic growth in the past two decades. International researchers
(Sirgy & Lee, 2018; Ozbilgin, Beauregard, Tatli & Bell, 2011) seem to be converging
to general consensus that work-life imbalance is potentially one of the overarching
impediments to optimal utilization of women labour force. Moreover, cross-cultural
examinations of work-life interface fail due to distinct cultural and business contexts
of emerging economies (Allen, French, Dumani & Shockley, 2020; Laudano, Zollo,
Ciappei & Zampi, 2019), including Islamic Republic of Pakistan (Syed & Ali, 2019).
Women continue to shift from paid employment towards home-based businesses in
the expectation of lower work-life imbalance owing to better control and flexibility
in both work and family domains (Adisa, Gbadamosi, Mordi & Mordi, 2019; Ward,
2007; Rehman & Roomi, 2012), yet, empirical evidence surrounding effectiveness of
entrepreneurial ventures to mitigate work-family conflict remains scarce.
Here, work-family conflict is defined as the pressure faced by individuals in simultaneous performance of work and family roles and responsibilities; while work-life
balance is considered the ideal or desirable equilibrium between homemaker and
breadwinner roles, and work-life enrichment refers to the benefits that flow from
performance of roles in one domain to the other (Greenhaus & Parasuraman, 1999).
In developing countries such as India, researchers suggest that demands by a thriving
business offset benefits acquired by flexible boundaries; resultantly, development in
work-life conflict is non-existential (Khandelwal & Sehgal, 2018). These unintended
consequences faced by women entrepreneurs are generally attributed to rigid gender
role ideologies, poor time management, lack of adequate social support, caretaker
responsibilities, and deteriorating health (Mathew & Panchanatham, 2011; Casper,
Vaziri, Wayne & DeHauw, 2018). In light of weak institutional mechanisms, such
as reliable childcare centers, acquiring and sustaining work-life balance becomes the
responsibility of women entrepreneurs (Edralin, 2012). Women entrepreneurs are
contributing over 50 percent to Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in various developed
and emerging economies (Ojo, 2006). If work-life conflict is effectively reduced, women
entrepreneurial ventures can make noteworthy contribution to economy (Agarwal,
2017). In this context, the purpose of this paper is to understand how women entrepreneurs in Pakistan manage their work-life conflict.
This study aims at contributing to the existing literature on entrepreneurship in
several ways. First, we analyse the strategies used by entrepreneurs in family-business
interface. A closer examination of the strategies used by women entrepreneurs has
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the potential to reveal knowledge of the combination of family responsibilities and
business management can be dealt with, and increase our understanding of the social
processes that link gender and family to entrepreneurship (Thébaud, 2016). Second,
this study takes a work-life management perspective to the role of women in entrepreneurial ventures. The issue of work-life balance has achieved some attention in the
literature (Martinengo, Jacob & Hill, 2010), but has mainly been applied in a waged
employment setting. However, as Jennings and McDougald (2007) proposed that the
ways in which women entrepreneurs are able to solve work-life balance issues may be
related to business development and growth (Agarwal & Lenka, 2015), as well as to
choices of becoming and sustaining entrepreneurial identity (Thébaud, 2016). Third,
existing literature has particularly emphasized on the antecedents and consequences
of work-life conflict (Byron, 2005; Poggesi, Mari & De Vita, 2019) whereas strategies
adopted by women entrepreneurs to integrate their business demands with their
family obligations are scant. Hence, this study also addresses this gap by identifying
and categorizing such strategies, examining how women entrepreneurs manage their
ventures whilst balancing demands beyond the challenges of the business.

1.1. Empirical frame of reference: Context of Pakistan
Economic, social, technological and political vicissitudes have helped in emerging
new social structure that facilitates women to work and not to remain confined in their
houses (Rehman & Roomi, 2012). However, unlike other developed and developing
countries, women in Pakistan face more difficulty in managing work and family in
a patriarchal society where the major responsibility of a woman is family care (Faiz,
2015). The historical belief of women as “house makers” exerts more pressure on
women entrepreneurs to manage work family roles. Child care responsibility primarily
falls on women hence making motherhood impassable as compared to fatherhood
(Gronlund, 2007). As a result nearly 65% of female doctors and 80% of business
graduates in Pakistan do not work after marriage (Hakeem & Aijaz, 2017).
Systematic subordination does not allow women to express their full potential
irrespective of the class and region they belong to. In Islamic societies (e.g. Pakistan),
men are segregated in two groups i.e. “Mehram” and “Na-Mehram”. Mehram refers to
those men with whom marriage is explicitly forbidden (e.g. father, brother, nephew,
uncle, Father-in-law). Na-Mehram are those with whom there is no impediment for
marriage (Mazumdar, 2001). All men other than Mehrams are regarded as Na-Mehram. In Pakistani society, men have power over woman to shape and influence their
decisions based on their gender (Faiz, 2015) . Hence, important decisions of their
life (education, career, marriage) are being made by their “Mehrams”. Women tend
to sacrifice their dreams due to their family norms and social boundaries. Structural
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barriers in Pakistan restrict unaccompanied mobility of women outside their homes
(Ozbilgin, Syed & Dereli, 2010). Interaction of women with “Na-Mehram” is considered as problematic which may point question mark on her family respect (Mazumdar,
2001). Unsurprisingly, employment rate of women in Pakistan is the lowest in the world
(4.3%). According to the Labour Force Statistics (2017), the economic participation
of women in Pakistan remains very low although they hold 47.23% share of the total
population. The rate of female participation in economic activity is 22.6% (LFS,
2017) because of the inherent gender biasness in the male dominated labor market
of Pakistan and limited occupational choices due to social and cultural constraints
(Ali, 2013). Khan, Naveed, and Hamzah-Bin-Jantan (2018) referred to UN women
report 2016 that only 30% of women and 3% of men are home-based workers who
contribute 400 billion rupees that accounts for 3.8% of GDP.

2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework
Work/family border theory of Clark (2000) provides the foundation for the concept of work life management. According to this theory, work and family domains
are separated by physical, temporal, or psychological boundaries and for effective
management of one’s work and family roles one has to cope with these physical,
temporal, or psychological borders. Flexibility and permeability of these boundaries
facilitate integration between work and family roles (Bellavia & Frone, 2005). We
base this study on border theory to explore how subjective perceptions of balance
and boundary management might illuminate coping strategies.
Work and family are two important domains of life but there are many other
aspects of one’s personal life that can intersect with work and family such as health,
comfort and leisure. Hence, work-life refers to the intersection of work, family and
self-needs. Work-life management is the ability of an individual to effectively meet
his work and family commitments, as well as his own non-work responsibilities and
activities. Need for maintaining work-life balance has been widely acknowledged by
both employees and managers as it affects their performance (Bird, 2006). Literature
reveals that sustainable balance of work, family and life spheres is a continuous struggle
(Faiz, 2015). Hence, effective management of time, strain and behavior within the work
and family domain is more important than seeking to maintain balance between the
two domains. The “cross-domain effects” (Friedman & Greenhaus, 2000) exist in the
relationship of work and family domains. So, it is not about balancing or equalizing
both roles but setting your priorities depending on the urgency, intensity and severity
of a particular role. Management of work and family roles depends on the competing
expectations and demands hence working women find it most challenging to juggle
these expectations and demands (Rehman & Roomi, 2012) due to less flexibility and
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permeability between work and family boundaries.
Consistent with the family embeddedness perspective (Aldrich & Cliff, 2003),
the literature on women’s entrepreneurship has suggested that women’s family
obligations and other domestic responsibilities strongly influence their choices to
become an entrepreneur, as well as strategic choices in their businesses (Brush, De
Bruin & Welter, 2009; Jennings & Brush, 2013; Thébaud, 2016). Family and other
domestic responsibilities are sometimes seen as an incentive for women to choose
self-employment over paid employment, when the latter is associated with less flexibility and autonomy (Thébaud, 2016). In line with this argument, the concept of
‘mumpreneurship’ has been introduced to portray women’s balancing of multiple
roles as entrepreneurs and mothers (Duberley & Carrigan, 2012; Ekinsmyth, 2014).
Hence, for some women entrepreneurship is a way to combine career and family life;
i.e. to earn an income and still manage child-care responsibilities. These arguments
are rooted in the persistent sex-roles and gendered division of labour we find in all
societies.
Flexibility is the main motivation for females to enter in self-employment (Rehman & Roomi, 2012). De Lange, Kooij, and Heijden (2015) argued that men give
more priority to work related tasks whereas; women generally prioritise family roles
to their employment tasks. Flexible work schedules provide an opportunity to women
to balance their work and family roles (Baughn, Chua & Neupert, 2006; Agarwal,
2017; Gupta, Turban , Arzu & Sikdar, 2009) and also help them in minimizing the
strain of childcare (Joona, 2018). Various researchers have reported that marriage
and childcare are among the most influential factors for women entrepreneurship
(Rehman & Roomi, 2012; Joona, 2018). Childcare responsibility predominantly falls
on women that suggest women need multi skills to manage business and family. The
entrepreneurial process provides more control and flexibility in a work schedule and
working environment than a job (Rehman & Roomi, 2012). For women entrepreneurs, home based business allows more ease to manage entrepreneurial activities and
family obligations but it does not mean that she will not face any conflicts (Goffee
& Scase, 2015).
However, women’s family responsibilities have also been suggested to inhibit
entrepreneurship, such as constraining the time and efforts women entrepreneurs
are willing or able to put into the business, restricting growth ambitions or reducing
the willingness to take risks (Simon, Houghton & Aquino, 2000). As entrepreneurs
are part of a gendered society that constructs women and men as different, male and
women entrepreneurs face different expectations of how they “should” behave (Xia,
2015). Society primarily assigns family care to women and paid labour to men and
the expectations to male and women entrepreneurs accordingly (Rehman & Roomi,
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2012). Hence, experiences that business activities may not always be profitable for
families (Jennings, Breitkreuz & James, 2013), may lead women concerning for their
family to constrain their entrepreneurial efforts.
Family embeddedness of entrepreneurship (Aldrich & Cliff, 2003) implies that
entrepreneurs, their families and their business are interwoven (Jennings & McDougald, 2007). The embeddedness is manifested different ways in the three spheres.
From the business perspective, the family sphere is often presented as a liability for
the entrepreneur, for example by inflicting work-family conflicts (Jennings & Brush,
2013; Shelton, 2006) and stress (Greenhaus & Parasuraman, 1999). Further, responsibilities in the family sphere are claimed to decrease the human capital available to
the business (Rothausen, 2009), and, hence, to result in inferior business performance
( Jennings & Mcdougald, 2007; Shelton, 2006). On the other hand, the family can
also represent an asset for the entrepreneur (Eddleston & Powell, 2012), giving access
to support and crucial resources for the business (Alsos, Ljunggren & Carter, 2016).
From the family perspective, the business sphere is usually portrayed as an asset,
supporting the family financially and creating wealth. Further, the business can create
job opportunities for the next generation, as well as job training and entrepreneurial
experience during young age (Alsos et al., 2016). However, though less seldom advocated in the literature, business ownership is not always good for families (Jennings
et al., 2013). The business may demand huge amounts of time and effort that is not
always compensated for, it can lower marital stability, well-being and life satisfaction.
For the entrepreneur, achieving some sort of balance between the business and the
family spheres is important (Jennings & McDougald, 2007), as they usually consider
both spheres as important to them. Further, a balance between work and family life
gives psychological health and well-being (Greenhaus & Allen, 2011). Until recently,
the issue of work-life management has been scarcely examined and discussed in relation to entrepreneurship (Ezzedeen & Zikic, 2017), which is surprising given the role
family is assumed to play, particularly for women entrepreneurs.
Building upon the above literature, Figure 1 offers an overview of conceptual
framework developed to guide empirical analysis. We suggest that work-life conflict
management strategies of women entrepreneurs depend on a medley of business
characteristics, family characteristics and personal characteristics.
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Figure 1: Multilevel Factors Influencing Work-Life Balance Strategies
of Women Entrepreneurs

3. Research Method
This phenomenological study is aimed to seek new insights into work-life management strategies opted by women entrepreneurs. Thirty-five women entrepreneurs
were interviewed in order to examine their lived experiences. The philosophy of
critical realism (Creswell, 2014) is used to understand the influence of social structures on work life issues of women in Pakistan. We have adopted subjectivism and
retroduction as our ontological and epistemological position in order to examine
the multifaceted interplay of culture, gender and religion that influence the ways to
cope with work-life conflict.

3.1 Sample
Thirty-five women entrepreneurs were selected by purposive and snow ball sampling from major cosmopolitan cities of Pakistan i.e. Lahore, Faisalabad, Islamabad,
Multan and Karachi. Researchers contacted key informants from Small and Medium
Enterprise development authority (SMEDA) and Women Chamber of Commerce
for the selection of women entrepreneurs for this study. Based on the gender specific definition of entrepreneurship of Anwar and Rashid (2012), this study defined
women entrepreneurs as “women who utilize their resources and knowledge for the
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development or creation of new business opportunities whether formal or non-formal, registered or non-registered, home based, office based or in virtual environment
(online Business). Who are actively managing their business and are responsible for
their business operations on daily basis (self-adjusted timings) and have setups for more
than a year”.
Sample of the study are the women entrepreneurs from fashion industry as Pakistan development update reported that 75% on women entrepreneurs in Pakistan are
concentrated in service sector i.e. salons, apparel and education (World Bank, 2017).
Fashion industry includes small/medium (SME) fashion retailers (Barsh, Crawford
& Grosso, 2000), fashion luxury brands (Ko & Megehee, 2012), fashion e-retailing
and Blog Shops (Yeung & Ang, 2016). Fashion e-retailing includes well-established
and registered online fashion retailers whereas blog shops are mainly non-registered
and inexperienced entrepreneurs who sell their products through blogs (Yang, Song
& Tong, 2017). Hence, this research has included the diverse range of entrepreneurs
from fashion industry such as fashion luxury brand owners, dress designers, jewelry
designers, fashion consultants, fashion e-retailers, fashion photographers and small/
medium-sized fashion retailers (e.g. boutique and salon owners). Fashion industry
is considered as most suitable sector for women where women are seen at different
levels, ranging from home based business to state level. So, to address the research
objectives, this sector is most suitable as there are various women entrepreneurs who
are actively contributing towards their family and state economy and making a good
image of Pakistan all across the globe.
Participation invitations were distributed at entrepreneurial meet-ups, conferences
and in their offices (through appointments). The details of the study were also posted
on social media pages related to women entrepreneurs. It is important to note that
researchers did not offer any incentive to participants. The participants had different
levels of education i.e. 29 per cent of women with a lower level of education whereas
71 per cent were well educated which reflects a demographic change in the education level of women in Pakistan (Amjad, 2013). The women were between 18 and 57
years old with an average age of 35 years. The demographics of the participants are
provided in Appendix A.

3.2 Procedure
Semi-structured, face-to-face interviews were conducted in English and Urdu languages as per the convenience of the participants. Participants were asked to withdraw
their consent for participating in the study at any point of time if they feel like. They
were not even required to explain the reason for their withdrawal. Interviews were
audio-recorded with prior consent of the participants. The researchers also maintained
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a research diary in which she noted important aspects of the participants, ambiances
and influencers. The interviews lasted between 50 to 90 minutes. Each interview was
given a symbolic code to ensure the conditionality. First author conducted, translated,
transcribed and analyzed each interview on her own as it helps in interpretations and
sense-making process. The qualitative transcripts offer a number of functionalities
such as recording of mechanisms and patterns of speech(naturalism), to captivating
meanings and perceptions (denaturalism) (Oliver, Serovich & Mason, 2005). The
choice of the transcription method predominantly depends on the research aims and
objectives (Patton, 2002). The research aim of this study is to work-life experiences of
women entrepreneurs; hence more importance should be given to the contents of the
interview rather than patterns of the speech. Since English is not the first language
of the both researchers and the participants so grammatical errors were corrected in
the transcription in denaturalized style. So, the final style of transcription was based
on denaturalism.

3.3 Analysis
Data was analyzed by interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) approach
(Smith, 2004). IPA approach provides a thorough analysis for the response of each
participant’s response in relation to their personal experiences. Researchers identified
emerging codes and themes from the data after reading the transcripts carefully. Some
themes were expected based on the literature such as flexibility in work schedules and
redesigning of work settings. Other themes, such as foregoing business opportunities
and sacrificing expansion were not expected but emerged naturally from the data.
Researchers paid special attention to the wording of the interviewees while assigning
new codes to the transcripts. Research diary was also consulted during the process
of data analysis.
First column of Table 1 represents different concepts that emerged from wording
of the interviewees; second column signifies the high-level abstracted themes derived
from these concepts. Finally, aggregated theoretical dimensions and categories are
created to build the relationship among themes.

4. Findings and Discussion
Work-life interactions always seem to be complicated as the expectations from
both domains can be highly demanding. Table 2 presents an overview of the findings
revealing a number of strategies and tactics that women entrepreneurs use to manage
their business and family commitments. According to the analysis, the emerging
themes were grouped into two broad categories i.e. Growth oriented strategies and
Growth constraining Strategies.
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Table 1: The Data Structure
Concept discussed

Emerging
themes

Theoretical
dimensions

Observations about responsibilities
towards work, society, family and time
Becoming aware of family needs and
career aspirations that tend to compromise on self

Time management

Work to family

Delegating responsibilities to staff in
order to manage conflict
Preparing team for uncertain circumstances
Hiring staff to manage workload

Building
reliable team

Work to family

Personal preference of staying at home for
childcare
When career aspirations are low as compared to the motherhood
When work is important to run family
needs as well as care for baby and maintaining career track is equal important

Redesign
work settings

Work to family

Perceptions about hired help
Help from family members/partner
reduce pressure on work
Sharing ideas about cultural aspects on
leaving the kids at daycare
Discussing child rape/security issues and
reliable family custodians

Seeking
support from
social capital

Family to work

Perceptions of unmanageable conflict
Motherhood responsibilities and social
constraints
Disapproval from others/partner

Foregoing
business opportunities

Work to family

Personal preference that lead to sacrifice
career for sake of family
Mindset that primary responsibility is
childcare

Sacrificing
expansion

Work to family

Categories

Growth oriented
strategies

Growth constraining strategies

Note: Table represents the data structure to epitomize the transparency of data analysis
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Table 2: Strategies to Cope with Work-Life Issues
Strategy dimension

Growth Oriented Strategies

Growth Constraining Strategies

Work To Family

Time management
Building reliable team
Redesign work settings

Foregoing business opportunities
Sacrificing expansion

Family To Work

Seeking support from social capital

Note: Table shows the themes emerged from the strategic dimensions of the work-life interface.

4.1 Time management
Most of the participants suggested that effective time management is the key to
maintain a healthy balance between family and business. Women in Pakistan have to
fulfill their duties at work as well as at home. Women have to bear double pressure
i.e. to be an ideal worker and ideal homemaker. The historical role of women was
childcare and home making hence same is expected from working women of present
era. Therefore, women entrepreneurs have to sacrifice their own ease and comfort to
timely manage the responsibilities of both family and work domains. A participant
narrated that “I usually do creative work at night or afternoon when my kids are sleeping” (P-7). Many women entrepreneurs talked about their daily routine that they do
all household chores early morning (i.e. preparing food for family and housekeeping
activities) before going to their business. McGowan, Redeker, Cooper, and Greenan
(2012) also reported that time management plays a significant role in coordinating
various identities and roles of women entrepreneurs’ daily life such as daughter-in-law,
mother, wife, a caregiver, and business holder. A participant shared her experience:
Charm of self-employment is that you can manage your time according
to your ease. But yes it’s tough, very, very tough, like when my children were
young, I sent my children to school, did all household chores, attended to
my husband, and even in Ramadan in summer, I had to visit markets to
purchase material for my business, all this had to be done before my children
returned (P-9)
The majority of married women with young children have to follow a tough routine
while managing their time but the women with grown up children find their time
management relatively easy. A participant with grownup children narrated that “My
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daughter is now college student and son is abroad for studies. They have their own
routines so it’s quite easy for me to manage my time for work” (P-5). When children
are less dependent on their mother then it is increasingly possible, desirable and easy
for women to manage their work and family.

4.2 Building reliable team
Findings suggest that responsibility sharing and authority delegation is the perfect
way to lessen the work family conflict for women entrepreneurs. There is a concept of
“solopreneur” for small business owner. However, even for small businesses women
entrepreneurs of Pakistan tend to hire at least one employee to help them in their
business and share their burden. As narrated by a participant “I give fulltime to my
work. Nevertheless, if there is any issue which is unavoidable then I have employees.
They manage in my absence” (P-3). Training your employees is a bit of pain but eventually it pays huge dividends as it allows you to be relieved from overburdened dual
roles. One participant shared a horrendous experience of family tragedy leading to
work-life conflict:
One of my grandsons was burnt in a domestic fire. He was in the hospital,
I had to visit him, yet on the same day, I had booking for bridal makeup. I
couldn’t do both. So I asked my staff member to attend to the bride in my
absence, and I barely managed to reach back to the salon in time for finishing
touches to the bride’s makeup. It was a nightmare. (P-6)
The importance of the women’s agency is highlighted in the above accounts while
dealing with complex structural challenges. Her expression showed her concern for
her business due to her family-oriented approach. However, she tried to manage the
situation with task delegation and a multitasking strategy to address this structural
and situational challenge. Various scholars (Ekinsmyth, 2011; Shah, 2014) also report
the use of such strategies by women entrepreneurs. Ruderman, Ohlott, Panzer, and
King (2002) reported that women as managers develop several skills such as multitasking skills, interpersonal skills and task delegation to improve their administrative
effectiveness.

4.3 Redesign work settings
In our study, women entrepreneurs reported home-based business as a success
strategy to reduce work-to-family interference as it provides greater life satisfaction
with better time management ability. Working from home enables the women to take
care of their home and children (feeding them and helping them with homework)
along with the business activities. A woman entrepreneur with a home-based business
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narrated: “Clients can drop in my home anytime between 8:00 am to 9:00 pm. I don’t
have many clients, so I catch up on my household in the free time. I would say it is
fine, no serious conflicts” (P-34). Life experiences suggest that instead of flexible and
permeable boundaries, home-based businesses facilitate women entrepreneurs to
minimize their work-life issues. Because ease in transition and high level of integration
between work and family domains allows nursing mothers to feed their infant as and
when required. According to border theory, work and family domains are separated
by psychological, physical and temporal borders (Clark, 2000). Working from home
halts the physical boundary yet increases the level of integration between work and
family domains. Bellavia and Frone (2005) reported that if boundaries between work
and family domains are flexible and permeable then work-family conflict is likely to
be high due to the ease in transition. Conversely, this study has found that instead
of flexible and permeable boundaries, working from home lessens the work-family
conflict for the women entrepreneurs with infants and young children. Because ease
in transition and high level of integration between work and family domains allows
nursing mothers to nourish their infant as and when required. An entrepreneur with
an infant explained her business routine as
I think a major benefit of running an online business is that there are no
time constraints. I start work whenever I wake up. My work routine revolves
around my daughter’s routine. I can pause my work at any moment to attend
my daughter, which I wouldn’t have possibly done if I were working in a
corporation. Now, I can even step out for shopping in her nap time. (P-30)
Re-designed work settings such as online retailing and blog selling also facilitate
women entrepreneurs for effective work-life management along with financial benefits.

4.4 Seeking support from social capital
Women entrepreneurs of Pakistan try to reduce their work family conflict by
seeking support from social capital (husband, parents, in-laws, siblings, maids and
nannies). In the socio economic culture of Pakistan, in some areas women are not
allowed to go out or move freely, even driving a car and interaction of women with
“Na-Mehram” or strangers can be seen as shaming the family’s honour (Arifeen, 2008).
Many participants spoke proudly of receiving support of the men in their family, from
finding a suitable venue, to filing taxes, to liaising with market suppliers.
Mokomane (2014) reported that women rely on unpaid family support to manage
some responsibilities such as caring for family. A participant narrated “I leave my kids
to my mother-in-law. She feeds them and takes care of them when I am not at home”
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(P-12). The joint-family system can be seen as absorbing work life conflict of working
women (Ozbilgin & Syed, 2010) due to the division of household responsibilities
among all the women in the house. Similarly, joint-families in Pakistan are based on
trade-offs association that provides free and reliable childcare.
In the family sphere, outsourcing domestic labor is a common practice in Pakistan
to reduce work-life issues. Women entrepreneurs usually hire maids through their
own economic capital to help them with cooking, cleaning, and laundry. However,
women entrepreneurs do not completely rely on maid for child care. As a participant
shared “I take my younger daughter and maid to salon with me as there is no one at
home. I can’t leave my maid alone at home” (P-11). Leaving children ‘alone’ with the
maid is not a preferred choice for some women entrepreneurs owing to weak law and
order mechanisms in Pakistan. Moreover, domestic help is vulnerable, unrecognized
form of employment, that is not protected by labour laws (Faiz, 2015). Child abuse
by maids is unfortunately a prevalent problem in Pakistan. In line with this finding,
Helmy, Aljiuad, Alsufyani, Alsufyani, and Alkhadi (2017) also reported that educated mothers seem to be aware of different types of child abuse. Hence, the reported
success strategy is to take their infants and maids to their office, where the periodic
presence of mother or other staff members does not grant absolute privacy to the
maid, thereby, lowering the chances of child abuse and neglect. This strategy helps
them in maintaining the image of an “ideal mother” who takes care of her children
all the time while fulfilling the role of a successful entrepreneur.

4.5 Foregoing business opportunities
Findings suggest that women are more likely to engage in such strategies in which
they compromise on their business growth and let the opportunities to forego at that
time. Most of the entrepreneurs with children reported that they cannot exercise
their full potential due to the family obligations. A participant shared “I usually don’t
go for foreign exhibitions just because of my children” (P-15). Another participant
shared, “My husband does not like my interaction with media and men, you know
what I mean. So I don’t appear on TV. I don’t post pictures on Instagram. I don’t
want to upset my husband” (P-7). The interaction of women with men can threaten
her ‘izzat’ leaving a question mark on her family honor. In Pakistan, “Mehrams” draw
the boundaries for women and they have to seek their permission for their every
action. Various feminist researchers (Ali, 2013; Arifeen, 2008; Faiz, 2015; Rehman,
2015) affirm these notions by stating that conservative practices attempt to keep
women out of the labour market in Pakistani society. Women entrepreneurs in the
study have reported that keeping their “Mehram” happy is the success strategy to
minimize work family conflict yet it limits their business growth but still keep their
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home environment contented. These accounts are supported by the arguments of
Marlow and McAdam (2013) who explained that woman’s choices are constrained,
which does not mean they underperform, rather they are not given the environment
to perform, and hence, their performance is constrained.

4.6 Sacrificing expansion
Although research indicates that women, in general, tend to emphasize both
work and family roles simultaneously throughout the life course, but current study
provides evidence that if the start-up or expansion of business challenge to ruin the
family relationships then women entrepreneurs tend to compromise on their business
rather than compromising on their family. One participant explained that
When I started my business, my daughter was of 12 years, you know that
in teen age girls need utmost attention of their mothers. Otherwise they may
indulge in bad company. In the beginning, my business also required my
full attention. Consequently, I decided to forget about new branches and
expansion for some time so that I can pay proper attention to my daughter.
Businesses may start again at any time but family may not (P-5)
These findings signify various socio-cultural constraints that a woman faces
while operating in a patriarchal society. Women entrepreneurs will be more likely to
make the converse decision and postpone business start-up or expansion until their
family responsibility level and/or household time demands are lower (Jennings &
Mcdougald, 2007). This universal problem is echoed by other scholars (Al-Dajani &
Marlow, 2010) of patriarchal societies who claim that women entrepreneurs in small
businesses refuse work to deal with family obligations. They proudly put their families
ahead of their business without having any concern for expansion. Findings of the
study are summarized in an analytical model given below in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Work-Life Management Strategies of Women Entrepreneurs

The model shows that the women entrepreneurs practice growth oriented and
growth constraining strategies in order to manage their work and family roles, depending on their business characteristics (size and type of business i.e. online, home-based or
traditional office-based business), personal characteristics (skills, experiences, marital
status, socio-cultural norms, number and age of children) and family characteristics
(household structure, spouse business, spouse/family support, social support).

5. Conclusion
Findings suggest that women entrepreneurs of Pakistan seem to be admitting
that their breadwinner role is not legitimate and it depends on their multi-tasking
skills and management strategies to deal with organizational and societal demands.
Work–life conflict and balance are not solely determined by one’s occupation; rather,
they also reflect the individual entrepreneur, specifically his or her perceptions and
attitudes toward work–life balance and concurrent boundary management strategies.
Contrary to the idea of Ashforth, Kreiner, and Fugate (2000) that individuals choose
integration or segmentation primarily to balance work and family. To meet the work
demands, this study corresponds with the findings of Ezzedeen and Zikic (2017) that
integration can be chosen to prioritize work; individuals can purposefully espouse
conflict-causing integration strategies. Women entrepreneurs lay out their success

Fighting Work-Life Conflict: Strategies of Women Entrepreneurs of Fashion Industry of Pakistan

59

strategies to minimize business and family conflict but they are also aware of uncertain
support structures at work and family domains that may require improvised judgments.
However, there are limited choices available for women entrepreneurs subject to their
idiosyncratic structures. Women entrepreneurs cope with their work life conflict
by scheduling their business and family roles according to their urgency, reducing
their work load by delegating work to employees, and flexible work assignments for
themselves and their workforce.
Findings suggest that the pressure of work-life conflict management is predominantly absorbed by oneself. Women entrepreneurs sacrifice their self-comfort and
coziness in order to manage business and family roles i.e. scheduling the chores at
the beginning of each day, listing the things to be done and prioritize them. Women
entrepreneurs set up their routine according to the importance and urgency of their
tasks, and sought what can be delegated or postponed. Women entrepreneurs seek
support from their family and spouse. Developing and maintaining family support
system is important for entrepreneurial career especially for married women due to
the dynamic expectations of home and childcare. Family must understand the dual
role demands and expectations from women entrepreneurs and try to encourage
them in order to raise their confidence. The husbands should offer domestic help and
assistance in childcare responsibilities to mitigate the burden from women entrepreneurs to acknowledge their participation in sharing the economic burden of family.

5.1. Theoretical implications
Our study contributes empirically to the knowledge base how entrepreneurial
decisions, processes and outcomes influence and are influenced by the family sphere.
We found that the strategies adopted by women entrepreneurs are in response to
current ideas in society, discourses on what an entrepreneur is, what motherhood
represents, and about being a woman in a patriarchal society. Hence, this study represents the gendered ideas in society that govern the women entrepreneurs’ behaviour
and self-perception. This study also contributes to the expansion of border theory
by advocating the integration between different spheres of life. Our study finds that
instead of ease in transition and high level of integration between work and family
domains, home-based businesses facilitate women entrepreneurs to achieve work-life
balance. However, this is not realized without sacrifices and assistance. We also found
that resources in the family help to maintain work-life balance for the entrepreneurs,
and family-oriented growth strategies include utilizing the family resources to compensate for their unavailability at home, such as relying on the elder family members
or hiring help for domestic work and childcare. The study also reports business-oriented growth strategies adopted by women entrepreneurs for efficiently managing
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their family and domestic responsibilities. Particularly, they use the benefit of being
the boss, scheduling flexible working hours and redesigning work settings to better
take care of family responsibilities.

5.2 Practical implications
Most of the women entrepreneurs who participated in this study seem to be a
continuous struggle to manage their business and family responsibilities. Hence,
advanced consideration from the government is required to improve women entrepreneurship in Pakistan as majority of them claimed that they get insufficient support
from government for their business set-up and expansion. Government has established
departments such as SMEDA and Chamber of Commerce to promote small and
medium businesses but their policies and schemes are not properly communicated
to the targeted audience. Most of the women entrepreneurs are not registered with
Chamber of Commerce due to inadequate information regarding functionality. Hence
it is recommended that existing policies be effectively communicated to women entrepreneurs through a variety of channels (e.g. print and electronic media). Supporting
women entrepreneurs in their small and home-based businesses will contribute to
the national economy.

5.3 Limitations and future research
Even though this study makes several contributions to research, its limitations
must be acknowledged. Our sample was composed exclusively of entrepreneurs in
pre-Covid-19 period, however, we argue at the onset that flexibility and permeability
are growing features of other occupations in Covid-19 era as world is shifting to
online work or work from home. One could argue that the findings presented here
are of potential interest to the broader population of workers, given that the typical
entrepreneurial traits of independence, challenge, and self- realization (Ezzedeen &
Zikic, 2017) have become more sought after in corporate environments. Therefore, we
encourage researchers to examine whether the various model elements unveiled here
apply to other occupations. For example, can corporate employees manage work-life
boundaries in the same way? Are their work-life strategies traceable to factors similar
to those identified here?
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