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Abstract

Women who live in rural areas are fundamental to achieving the necessary economic, environmental and social changes for
the sustainable development of their territory/region. To analyze professional development through sociodemographic fac-
tors, resilience and social capital of women in rural areas. A comparative analysis of a sub-sample of men is also proposed. A
cross-sectional descriptive study was developed. A total of 229 women and 58 men from rural areas of Spain participants in
the study. Sociodemographic, labor, resilience and social capital variables were analyzed. The results show that the partici-
pants have an average age of 46.14 years. There are high levels of resilience and social capital. Analysis reveals self-employed
women are more likely to have irregular working hours and to be more resilient. Significant differences are also observed in
certain aspects of social capital, such as exchanging favors with neighbors and volunteering, which are higher for self-
employed women. There is a need to address existing gender challenges and inequalities, and to harness the social capital
and resilience of rural women to support their professional development and improve their quality of life.
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Introduction associated with structured interventions, reflective meth-
odologies, and career advancement within professional
communities (Elman et al., 2005).

For rural women, professional development encom-
passes multiple dimensions: skill-building, empowerment
in decision-making and leadership, meeting basic needs,
and implementing gender-transformative policies as well
as training programs (Assibey-Mensah, 1998; Kalva
et al., 2014; Wickramasinghe, 1993). This process creates
opportunities for women to access diverse and higher-

Women living in rural areas play a crucial role in driving
the economic, environmental, and social transformations
necessary for the sustainable development of their
regions (Chintakindi, 2019). Their active participation is
essential to maintaining dynamic rural communities, con-
tributing to economic and social growth, and ensuring
the long-term sustainability of these areas (Ministerio de
Cultura Pesca y Alimentacion, 2021). This involvement
goes beyond mere presence; it encompasses professional
and social integration, decision-making, addressing
unemployment, and mitigating the challenges of rural-to- s , , )
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quality employment, enhance their skills through
ongoing education, and acquire the tools necessary to
become entrepreneurs and community leaders (Ahamad
et al., 2016; Ram Krishna & Samal, 2023). Effective stra-
tegies may include online training to overcome geo-
graphic isolation, community-based workshops to
increase accessibility, and policies that promote work-life
balance. By implementing these tailored approaches,
rural women can achieve career advancements that con-
tribute to their communities’ economic and social
development.

Social entrepreneurship has established itself as a key
route to labor insertion and the economic empowerment
of rural women. Unlike traditional entrepreneurship,
which prioritizes financial profitability, social entrepre-
neurship is oriented towards generating value for the
community through sustainable and inclusive business
models (Sutter et al., 2019). The economic and social
empowerment of rural women through social entrepre-
neurship not only impacts their individual autonomy but
also transforms community dynamics by promoting
more equitable production models (Martinez-Daza,
2024).

Beyond personal growth, women'’s participation in the
workforce is a driver of gender equality and the reduction
of longstanding disparities in rural economies. Ensuring
equal opportunities for career advancement and eco-
nomic empowerment enables rural areas to cultivate a
more dynamic and inclusive workforce, which is essential
for sustainable development (Kutsmus & Kovalchuk,
2020; Ministerio de Cultura, Pesca y Alimentacion,
2021). However, according to the latest Red Cross report
on depopulation in Spain, two out of three people
migrating from rural villages are women, which has a
negative impact on the social and productive dynamics of
these territories (Cruz Roja, 2020; Pinyol-Jiménez et al.,
2020). This exodus has led to increasing masculinization
and an aging population in rural areas inequalities. The
outflow of young women of working age not only affects
the labor market but also exacerbates demographic chal-
lenges by reducing the birth rate and limiting opportuni-
ties for generational renewal in traditional economic
activities (Ministerio de Cultura, Pesca y Alimentacion,
2021). Moreover, gender inequalities are more deeply
entrenched and persistent in rural settings than in urban
ones. Stereotypes continue to limit women'’s participation
in productive work, resulting in lower salaries, greater
job insecurity, and higher unemployment rates (Consejo
Economico y Social, 2021). The unequal distribution of
domestic and unpaid workplaces creates an overload that
hinders their participation in the labor market, the devel-
opment of their professional careers and their well-being
in different areas. Moreover, the historical lack of recog-
nition for women’s unpaid domestic labor reinforces

workplace inequalities, particularly in the care sector,
where women remain the majority. These challenges have
intensified in recent years due to the impact of the pan-
demic, which increased unpaid work responsibilities and
further reduced opportunities for work-life balance
(Consejo Economico y Social de Espaiia, 2022).

In addition, rural environments require greater mobi-
lity, making it more difficult for women to balance work
and personal life (Ministerio de Cultura, Pesca y
Alimentacion, 2021; Moreno Minguez, 2011). The sup-
port system for social entrepreneurship in rural areas is
heavily concentrated in a few key locations, primarily
major cities, limiting accessibility for those living in rural
communities. Garcia et al. (2019) and Garcia-Uceda,
Murillo-Luna, and Asin-Lafuente (2019) identified up to
90 key stakeholders addressing social, economic, and
business challenges at European, national, and local lev-
els. However, these resources and support networks are
predominantly based in urban centers, creating signifi-
cant barriers for rural entrepreneurs. This uneven distri-
bution underscores the need for improved digital
connectivity to facilitate rural economic development.
The urban-centric nature of these support structures fur-
ther exacerbates the challenges faced by rural women, as
the labor market remains largely male-dominated.
Nevertheless, the 2021 Diagnosis of Gender Equality in
Rural Areas (Ministerio de Cultura, Pesca y
Alimentacion, 2021) shows a positive trend, with increas-
ing female workforce participation and a narrowing of
the gender gap in employment. The potential for rural
women to achieve professional success and contribute to
community development is shaped by their social, rela-
tional, and systemic capital. The existence of collabora-
tive networks provide access to valuable resources such
as information, trust-based task sharing, solidarity, and
mutual support (Esser, 2008).

In rural areas, various stakeholders operate at differ-
ent levels to drive social innovation and implement mea-
sures to correct imbalances in the political, economic,
cultural, and social spheres (Hernandez-Ascanio et al.,
2016). Social capital, defined as the set of support net-
works, trust and norms of reciprocity within a commu-
nity, has been identified as a determining factor in the
professional insertion and growth of women in rural
areas (Coleman, 1994; Harper, 2002). However, recent
research highlights three dimensions of social capital that
currently limit rural women'’s political and economic par-
ticipation: networks, trust, and social norms. These
include both structural factors (such as interpersonal
connections and community networks) and cultural
aspects (such as social norms, values, and levels of trust)
(ClosinGap, 2022; Vasquez Gonzalez, 2018). For rural
women, leveraging their opportunities is essential to
boosting the economy, increasing employment, curbing
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depopulation, and fostering innovation. Their work
should not be seen merely as an extension of domestic
activities or a supplementary family income but as an
integral part of the economic fabric (Millan-Vazquez de
la Torre et al., 2017). Younger rural women, in particu-
lar, are beginning to cultivate a healthy and legitimate
ambition for prosperity. Their motivation and resilience
enable them to overcome adversity, turn challenges into
opportunities, and foster innovation in their commu-
nities (Asensio-Martinez et al., 2018). However, despite
improved access to education and training, social norms
regarding family responsibilities evolve slowly and con-
tinue to impact rural women’s professional growth
(Baylina et al., 2017; Porto Castro et al., 2015). In this
sense, public policies focused on female entrepreneurship
in rural environments can play a key role in reducing the
gender gap and promoting the active participation of
women in economic development (Sahasranamam &
Nandakumar, 2020).

In this sense, the European Social Innovation Agenda
(EaSI) provides financial support to achieve high levels
of employment, fair social protection, a skilled and resili-
ent workforce, and inclusive and cohesive societies to
eradicate poverty (Slee et al., 2022). The increasing focus
on social innovation aims to promote quality and sus-
tainable employment, ensure adequate social protection,
combat social exclusion and poverty, and improve work-
ing conditions. Addressing the social, environmental,
and economic challenges that governments, businesses,
and society fail to resolve requires creative and innova-
tive solutions that foster interest in social entrepreneur-
ship (Hoogendoorn et al., 2019; Sahasranamam &
Nandakumar, 2020). Social entrepreneurs identify local
problems and interpret them as business opportunities.
They believe in their ability to drive positive social
change and are willing to take risks to do so. Their sus-
tainable, socially-driven, and economically viable initia-
tives generate measurable social and financial value
(Costanzo et al., 2014; Murillo-Luna et al.,, 2021;
Nicholls, 2006; Rosca et al., 2020). In this way, funds
allocated to social entrepreneurship initiatives have
enabled the implementation of training and support stra-
tegies for groups at risk of exclusion, including women in
rural environments (Slee et al., 2022). An example of this
is the support ecosystem developed in Zaragoza, Spain,
where entrepreneurship incubator initiatives have facili-
tated the creation of cooperatives led by women in sec-
tors such as agro-industry and sustainable tourism
(Garcia-Uceda et al., 2019). In a complementary manner,
in Spain, the Spanish Network of Women Entrepreneurs
in Rural Areas has promoted business incubators in
regions such as Castile and Leon. These initiatives have
allowed rural women to access financing and specialized
advice, consolidating sustainable businesses in sectors

such as rural tourism and the circular economy (Haugh
& Talwar, 2016).

However, purpose alone does not guarantee the sus-
tainability of social entrepreneurship initiatives.
Constant exposure to complex problems and the lack of
support structures can lead to burnout among rural
women entrepreneurs, making it difficult for them to
consolidate their projects (Dsouza & Panakaje, 2023;
Henry et al., 2016).

Therefore, this study aims to analyze the professional
development of women in rural areas by examining
sociodemographic factors, employment conditions, resili-
ence, and social capital. A secondary objective is to com-
pare these variables between men and women within the
same rural setting to provide a gender-based perspective
on professional development disparities.

Methodology
Design

A cross-sectional descriptive study was developed using a
survey.

Participants and Sample Size

The study focused on women living in the rural areas of
Aragbn, an autonomous community in northern Spain
divided into three provinces (Zaragoza, Huesca and
Teruel). This population was selected due to the distinc-
tive demographic characteristics of the region, which
covers an area of 47,719 km? with a low population den-
sity of 28.20 inhabitants per square kilometer. Aragdn
also has a significant aging population, particularly con-
centrated in rural areas. Rural nuclei, which account for
86% of the municipalities but only 16.8% of the popula-
tion, provide a unique opportunity to study the impacts
of demographic change on rural women. The population
pyramid of Aragdn shows a contracting structure with a
notable increase in the population over 65years of age,
due to a substantial decrease in fertility rates and an
increase in life expectancy, especially among older
cohorts. Consequently, both crude birth rates and death
rates are low, highlighting the high aging rates (percent-
age of people over 65) in these rural areas. These demo-
graphic trends provide a compelling backdrop for
investigating rural women’s professional development
and social capital.

The sample size was determined according to the resi-
lience variable’s mean (26.87) and standard deviation
(7.21) in the general population (Asensio-Martinez et al.,
2019). With a confidence level of 95%, a margin of error
of 5%, a precision level of 5%, and a potential non-
response rate of 10% in questionnaire completion, a min-
imum of 177 participants was required. Ultimately, 229
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women participated, providing a robust sample size that
exceeds the threshold required for statistical validity. The
participants were distributed proportionally by province
according to the total number of women living in the
rural areas of Aragon (Instituto Nacional de Estadistica,
2022), with 119 from Zaragoza, 70 from Huesca, and 40
from Teruel, which is in line with the demographic distri-
bution and ensures good external validity of the results.

A subsample of 58 men, who responded to the call for
participation, was included to facilitate a comparative
analysis by gender. They were specifically recruited from
the province of Zaragoza rather than other provinces in
order to control for regional variations that might affect
the comparability between men and women. The prov-
ince of Zaragoza was selected for its central administra-
tive importance and accessibility, which ensured ecasier
logistics and greater consistency in data collection. The
number of men, 58, was determined based on the pro-
portion of the total sample size, with the goal of achiev-
ing a representative but manageable comparison group.
This aligns with the female sample size from Zaragoza
(61 women), ensuring direct comparability. All partici-
pants, both men and women, were from the same rural
areca—the municipality of Daroca.

Taking into account the sample size required in each
province, the sample was selected through proportional
sampling of the female population aged between 25 and
65 registered in these rural areas, following the age distri-
bution of the population served by health centers in rural
areas, since primary health care in Spain is universal and
covers nearly 100% of the Spanish population.
Therefore, recruitment was carried out through health
center professionals and posters informing the women
who used the center about the study, as well as through
other means such as information sent via schools and
high schools to parents’ associations. Information was
also sent to women’s associations, trade union sections,
federations or business associations. This method
ensured a diverse representation from different facets of
rural society and the recruitment of participants from all
sociocultural, economic, and civil/legal status strata in
rural areas. Participants gave their consent before
responding to the questionnaire. The project was
approved by the Clinical Research Ethics Committee of
Aragon (Spain) and Data Protection Office of the
University of Zaragoza approved our study and
interviews (approval: PI22/453 and RAT 2022-154). The
procedures followed in this study adhered to the ethical
standards established by the relevant ethics committee
and conformed to the principles of the 1975 Helsinki
Declaration, as revised in 2008. Before participation, all
individuals provided informed consent after receiving
detailed information about the study’s objectives,
procedures, and their rights as participants, including the

voluntary nature of their involvement and the right to
withdraw at any time without consequences.
Respondents gave written consent for review and signa-
ture before starting interviews. The study employed a
non-invasive, cross-sectional survey design. Participants’
data were fully anonymized, ensuring that no personally
identifiable information was collected or stored, and that
it was not possible to trace responses back to individual
participants. This design significantly limited any psy-
chological, social, or legal risks to participants through-
out the research process.

This methodological approach was designed to pro-
vide a detailed and representative insight into the resili-
ence, social capital, and professional development of
women in rural Aragon, while also allowing for mean-
ingful gender comparisons within a consistent regional
context.

Variables and Instruments

Sociodemographic, labor, resilience and social capital
variables were analyzed through the following self-
reported questionnaires.

Sociodemographic Variables. Analyzed variables included
date of birth, sex and gender identification, marital sta-
tus, nationality, educational level, income, and economic
situation (financial stress).

Labor Variables. Data collected covered occupation, cur-
rent work situation, employment conditions, and domes-
tic and care responsibilities.

Resilience. Defined as the process of overcoming the neg-
ative effects of risk exposure, coping successfully with
traumatic experiences, and avoiding negative trajectories
associated with risk (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005). This
variable was evaluated through the Connor-Davidson
Resilience Scale (CD-RISC), which is a self-administered
questionnaire consisting of 10 items. These items corre-
spond to a Likert-type scale with 5 response options,
ranging from 0 (never) to 4 (almost always). The final
score is the sum of the answers to each item (ranging
from 0 to 40), indicating that the higher the score, the
higher the level of resilience. The Spanish version was
validated by Soler Sanchez et al., (2016) and has demon-
strated adequate internal consistency (o = .87). The
Cronbach’s alpha of the resilience scale obtained in this
study was .845, indicating a high reliability of the data
collected with this scale.

Social Capital. Defined as “the benefit-producing resource
that operates as a function of the subject’s exchanges and
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social relations” (Coleman, 1994). It was evaluated using
the harmonized questionnaire proposed by Blaxter et al.
(2001), in which four dimensions are identified and
defined by Scrivens and Smith (2013): (a) personal rela-
tionships refers to the structure and nature of personal
interactions and efforts to establish and maintain these
relationships, people who know each other, and what is
done to establish and maintain these relationships; (b)
social support network, refers to the strength and quality
of each individual’s social life and personal support activ-
ities; (c) civic engagement, which includes activities that
contribute to civic and community development, such as
volunteering, political participation, and other commu-
nity actions; and (d) trust and cooperation norms, which
refer to the trust, cooperation norms, and shared values
that underpin societal functioning and determine the will-
ingness of individuals within a society to cooperate.
Results are presented as the percentage of the population
in each category. The Kuder-Richardson Index (KR-20)
obtained in this study for the social capital scale is .634,
indicating an acceptable level of reliability of the data.

Procedure

Between November and December 2022, association and
community centers were contacted to provide informa-
tion about the study and to request permission to contact
people interested in participating by telephone. Once the
people interested were contacted, their informed consent
was obtained.

Statistical Analysis

Although parametric tests were deemed appropriate due
to the large sample size—since statistics in large samples
tend to follow a normal distribution, even when the
underlying data distribution is non-normal (Lubin
Pigouche et al., 2005)—a distributional analysis of the
quantitative variables was conducted, revealing non-
normal distributions. Therefore, means and standard
deviations are presented for these variables, along with
medians and interquartile ranges.

To enhance the robustness of the data, non-
parametric statistics (Mann—Whitney U test) were used
for the bivariate analysis, and bootstrapping with a
simulation of 2,000 samples was performed in the logistic
regression analysis. In addition, to assess the reliability
of the data from the administered scales, Cronbach’s
alpha was calculated for the resilience scale, and the
Kuder-Richardson index (KR-20) was applied to the
social capital scale.

A descriptive analysis was first conducted on the
study’s sample comprising 229 women. Mean and stan-
dard deviation, as well as median and IQR were used for

continuous variables, while frequencies and percentages
were used for categorical variables.

In order to study in depth the professional develop-
ment of women in rural Aragon a bivariate comparison
was performed between women who work as employees
and women who are self-employed. The Mann—Whitney
U statistic was used to compare continuous variables
(such as age, number of people living together at home,
and resilience), and the chi-square statistic was used to
compare categorical variables. Subsequently, a multivari-
ate logistic regression model using bootstrapping was
performed to analyze the predictive factors or factors
associated with being employed or self-employed, intro-
ducing the variables from the comparative bivariate anal-
ysis into the model.

Furthermore, a gender-based comparison was con-
ducted using the chi-square test for categorical variables
and the Mann—Whitney U test for continuous variables
within the same rural area.

Statistical analyses were performed with IBM® SPSS®
Statistics version 22.0.0.0 and Microsoft Excel.
Significance levels were set at 0.05.

Results

The study focused on a cohort of 229 women living in
rural areas of Aragén, an autonomous community in
northern Spain. Regarding the description of the sample
in terms of the sociodemographic variables collected, as
shown in Table 1, the mean age of the participants was
46.14 years, with a standard deviation of 9.79years,
revealing a mature demographic. The marital status dis-
tribution indicates that the majority, 67.3%, are married
or living with a partner, followed by 18.8% who are sin-
gle and 11.8% who are divorced.

Regarding nationality and household composition,
the vast majority of participants, 94.3%, were born in
Spain, with smaller percentages from other European
(3.9%) and Central or South American countries (1.8%).
The average household size was 2.85 people, suggesting
that many participants live in family settings.

The level of education of the participants was remark-
ably high, with 55.5% holding a university degree and
39.3% having completed secondary education.

In terms of employment, 83% of the participants were
employed, with a significant segment, 32.6%, being self-
employed. The diversity of working hours was evident,
with 34.1% working a continuous day and 28.4% work-
ing irregular or variable hours, indicating flexibility in
their work arrangements.

The economic conditions among the participants varied,
with 27.35% finding it difficult to make ends meet, while a
larger percentage, 69.6%, found it easy to do so. This var-
iation points to differing financial circumstances within the
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Table 1. Sociodemographic, Occupational and Economic Characteristics of the Sample.

Variables

Frequency (percentages)
Mean (SD)/median (IQR)

Age*
Marital status
Married or in a relationship, living with a partner
Married or in a relationship, living apart from partner
Single
Separated or divorced
Widowed
Others
Country of birth (%)
Spain
Other European countries
Other Central and South American countries
Number of persons living together at home*
Dependents in the household (yes %)
Educational level
Primary studies
Secondary studies
University studies
Current employment status (%)
Student
Employee
Employee with TWD (more than 3 months)
Domestic work
Permanent disability
Unemployed without benefits
Unemployed with benefits
Early retired
Other
Type of occupation (current or past)
Employed
Self-employed
Type of working day
Split working day
Continuous morning working day
Continuous afternoon working day
Continuous night shift
Shifts
Irregular or variable depending on the days
Other
Monthly family income
Less than 500€
From 500 to 1000€
From 1001 to 1500€
From 1501 to 2000€
From 2001 to 3000€
From 3001 to 4000€
From 4001 to 5000€
More than 5000€
No answer
Financial stress (How to make ends meet)
With great difficulty
With difficulty
With some difficulty
With some ease
With ease
Very easily
No answer

46.14 (9.79)/47 (6)

154 (67.3%)
| (0.4%)

43 (18.8%)
27 (11.8%)
3 (1.3%)

| (0.4%)

216 (94.3%)
9 (3.9%)
4(1.8%)

2.85 (1.17)13 (2)
17 (7.4%)

12 (5.2%)
90 (39.3%)
127 (55.5%)

2 (0.9%)
190 (83%)
8 (3.5%)
6 (2.5%)
2 (0.9%)
7 (3.1%)
7 (3.1%)
| (0.4%)
6 (2.6%)

153 (67.4%)
74 (32.6%)

52 (22.7%)
78 (34.1%)
7 (3.1%)

| (0.4%)
12 (5.2%)
65 (28.4%)
14 (6.1%)

2 (0.9%)
15 (6.6%)
20 (8.7%)
36 (15.6%)
63 (27.5%)
29 (12.7%)
13 (5.7%)
7 (3.1%)
44 (19.2%)

12 (5.3%)
12 (5.3%)
38 (16.7%)
61 (26.7%)
68 (29.7%)
30 (13.2%)
7 (3.1%)

*Continuous variables (mean and standard deviation/median and interquartile range).
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Table 2. Description of the Sample Regarding the Variables of Resilience and Social Capital.

Frequency (percentage)

Variables Mean (SD)/median (IQR)
Resilience* 30.78 (5.91)/32 (8)
Social capital

Personal Relationships (yes%)
At least one close friend
Meet socially at least once a week
Feelings of loneliness often/always
Use the internet for Social Networking
Talk with people in the neighborhood
Social Network Support (yes%)
Have people who would be there for them
Help a sick, disabled or elderly person
Help a son/daughter (if applicable)
Receive help from a son/daughter (if applicable)
Exchange favors with their neighbors
Civic Engagement (yes%)
Volunteered more than once in the last 12 months
Members of organizations
Influence decisions affecting their local area
Very or quite interested in politics
Trust and Cooperative Norms (yes%)
Trust in the national government
Most people can be trusted (at least score 7/10)
Most people in their neighborhood can be trusted
People from different backgrounds get on well together
Felt fairly/very safe walking alone after dark
People are willing to help their neighbors
Sense of belonging to their neighborhood

225 (98.3%)
138 (60.79%)
26 (11.4%)
226 (98.7%)
205 (89.9%)

181 (79.0%)
58 (25.3%)
58 (47.9%)
41 (34.5%)
168 (73.4%)

106 (46.3%)
228 (100%)
131 (57.2%)
83 (36.2%)

73 (31.9%)

116 (50.7%)
156 (68.1%)
194 (84.7%)
214 (93.4%)
161 (70.3%)
173 (75.5%)

*Continuous variables (mean and standard deviation/median and IQR).

rural female population. The distribution of monthly fam-
ily income is wide, with the largest group (27.5%) earning
between €2,001 and €3,000, and a significant number also
falling into higher and lower income brackets.

In terms of resilience, as shown in Table 2, the partici-
pants demonstrated high levels, with an average score of
30.78 (SD: 5.91) on a scale of 0 to 40. This suggests that
these women are well-equipped to handle stress and chal-
lenges, reflecting their strong adaptive capacity in a rural
setting. In terms of social capital, the women in the study
have robust personal relationships and social support
networks. A significant majority, 98.7%, are active on
social networking sites, indicating a high level of digital
engagement that complements their social interactions.
In addition, 89.9% of the participants frequently engage
in conversations with their neighbors, which highlights
the strong community ties that exist in these rural areas.
Civic engagement is also noteworthy, with every partici-
pant belonging to at least one organization. However,
political engagement appears to be lower, with only
36.2% showing a keen interest in politics. Norms of trust
and cooperation within the community show some

variation; while a substantial 75.5% have a strong sense
of belonging to their neighborhood, only 31.9% trust the
national government. Trust in local neighbors is higher,
with 68.1% expressing confidence in those around them.

If we take a closer look at the professional develop-
ment of the participating women who live in rural areas,
83% are employed, 6.2% are unemployed (receiving or
not receiving unemployment benefits), and the rest are in
other situations (sick leave for more than three months,
housework, etc.). A total of 67.4% of working women
are employed by others and 32.6% are self-employed.

Professionally, a significant proportion of the women,
83%, are actively employed, demonstrating a high par-
ticipation rate in the workforce. This includes 67.4%
who are employed by others and 32.6% who are self-
employed, indicating a vibrant mix of employment types
within this demographic. Despite this high activity rate,
unemployment affects 6.2% of the population, including
those who are either receiving unemployment benefits or
not. Other situations such as long-term sick leave and
housework are also noted, indicating the diverse roles
that women play in rural settings.
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Table 3. Comparison of Employed and Self-Employed Women About Sociodemographic, Working Day, Economic, Resilience and Social
Capital Variables.

Employed
Variables N=153 Self-employed N =74 p-Value
Age* 46.14 (10.54) 45.83 (7.91) .536
48 (6.5) 45 (11.75)
Marital Status
Married or in a relationship 100 (65.78%) 53 (71.63%) 379
Single, separated or widowed 52 (34.22%) 21 (28.37%)
Country of birth
Spain 144 (94.11%) 70 (94.59%) 747
Other countries 9 (5.89%) 4 (5.41%)
Number of persons living together at home* 2.72 (1.14) 3.09 (1.21) 017
3(2) 3(2)
Dependents in the household (yes%) 12 (7.89%) 4 (5.47%) .509
Educational Level
Primary or secondary studies 69 (45.09%) 31 (41.89%) .648
University studies 84 (54.91%) 43 (58.11%)
Type of working day
Split working day 26 (16.98%) 15 (20.27%) <.001
Continuous (morning, afternoon or night) 78 (50.98%) 8 (10.81%)
Shifts or irregular 49 (32.02%) 51 (68.91%)
Monthly household income
0 to | Minimum Interprofessional Wage (MIW) I'1(8.33%) 7 (13.21%) .589
| to 3 MIW 85 (64.39%) 33 (62.27%)
+ 3 MIW 36 (27.28%) 13 (24.52%)
Financial stress (How to make ends meet)
With difficulty (a lot to some) 43 (32.88%) 19 (27.14%) 793
Easily (a lot to some) 106 (67.12%) 51 (72.85%)
Resilience* 30.33 (5.81) 32.22 (4.79) 0l8
32 (8) 34 (8)
Social capital
Personal Relationships (yes%)
At least one close friend 150 (98.03%) 73 (98.64%) 744
Meet socially at least once a week 91 (60.26%) 46 (62.16%) .784
Feelings of loneliness often/always 16 (10.45%) 9 (12.16) 701
Use the Internet for Social Networking 150 (98.03%) 74 (100%) 225
Talk with people in the neighborhood 135 (88.81%) 68 (91.89%) A73
Social Network Support (yes%)
Have people who would be there for them 121 (79.08%) 58 (78.37%) .903
Help a sick, disabled or elderly person 37 (24.18%) 20 (27.02%) .643
Help a son/daughter (if applicable) 35 (44.87%) 23 (54.76%) .301
Receive help from a son/daughter (if applicable) 23 (29.48%) 18 (45%) .094
Exchange favors with their neighbors 105 (68.62%) 61 (82.43%) .028
Civic Engagement (yes%)
Volunteered more than once in the last |2 months 59 (38.56%) 47 (63.51%) <.001
Members of organizations 152 (100%) 74 (100%)
Influence decisions affecting their local area 83 (54.24%) 48 (64.86%) 129
Very or quite interested in politics 56 (36.60%) 27 (36.48%) .987
Trust and Cooperative Norms (yes%)
Trust in the national government 54 (35.29%) 18 (24.32%) .096
Most people can be trusted (at least score 7/10) 77 (50.32%) 39 (52.70%) 737
Most people in the neighborhood can be trusted 105 (68.62%) 49 (66.21%) 715
People from different backgrounds get on well together 134 (87.58%) 58 (78.37%) .072
Felt fairly/very safe walking alone after dark 142 (92.81%) 70 (94.59%) 612
People are willing to help their neighbors 107 (69.93%) 52 (70.27%) .959
Sense of belonging to their neighborhood 115 (75.16%) 57 (77.02%) .759

*Continuous variables (mean and standard deviation/median and IQR).
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Table 4. Multivariate Analysis of the Factors Related to Being in Employment versus Being Self-Employed.

Factors B Odds ratio 95% ClI p
Intersection —0.903 .003
Split working day 0312 1.366 0.60, 3.07 452
Continuous working day 2.528 12.525 5.21, 30,07 <.001
Shifts or irregular working day Ref Ref .
Fewer favor exchanges with neighbors 0.806 2.238 1.01, 4.94 .047
Favor exchanges with neighbors Ref Ref .

Less volunteering activities throughout the year 1.261 3.530 1.77,7.01 <.001
Volunteering several times a year Ref Ref .
Resilience score under the median 0.159 1.172 0.60, 2.27 .639
Resilience score above the median Ref. Ref .

Cl = Confidence interval.

In the bivariate analysis, comparing the characteristics
of self-employed women and women employed by oth-
ers, as shown in Table 3, significant differences in work-
ing hours, resilience emerge, and social capital. Self-
employed women are significantly more likely to have
irregular or shift working hours, with 68.91% reporting
such schedules compared to only 32.02% of employed
women. In addition, self-employed women show higher
resilience, with an average score of 32.22, compared to
30.33 for employed women.

Regarding social capital, self-employed women show
greater engagement in community involvement activities.
Specifically, 66.21% of self-employed women actively
exchange favors with neighbors, compared to 44.87% of
employed women. Furthermore, 78.37% of self-
employed women have volunteered more than once in
the last 12 months, substantially more than the 38.56%
of employed women. These differences are statistically
significant (p = .028 for exchanging favors and p < .001
for volunteering).

Despite these differences in working patterns, resili-
ence, and social capital, there were no significant varia-
tions between the two groups in other aspects such as
financial stress and the overall sense of belonging to their
neighborhood.

To explore in more depth the factors associated with
working as an employee, a multivariate logistic regression
analysis was carried out by introducing the factors that
were significant in the bivariate analysis into the model.
As can be seen in Table 4, the factors related to working
as an employee are having a continuous working day, less
exchange of favors with neighbors and less volunteering
activity throughout the year. These factors account for
24.2% of the variability in paid work. In addition, it is
observed that having a continuous working day multiplies
the probability of being employed by 12.258, while less
exchange of favors with neighbors and fewer volunteering
activities during the year would multiply the probability
of being employed by 2.260 and 3.599, respectively.

The results from Table 4, which presents a multivari-
ate logistic regression analysis, provide a deeper under-
standing of the factors influencing the employment status
of women in rural areas. This analysis specifically con-
trasts the characteristics of being employed versus being
self-employed, highlighting several key determinants.

One of the most significant factors associated with
being employed is having a continuous working day. The
odds ratio of 12.258 indicates that women with a contin-
uous working day are much more likely to be employed,
with this factor increasing the likelihood of being in paid
employment twelvefold compared to those with irregular
working hours.

In addition, social engagement, particularly in the
form of neighborhood interactions and volunteering,
also plays a role. Women who exchange fewer favors
with neighbors and participate less in volunteering activi-
ties are more likely to be employed, with odds ratios of
2.260 and 3.599, respectively.

Overall, these factors combined explain 24.2% of the
variability in being employed, highlighting the complex-
ity of employment dynamics in rural settings.

Finally, a sub-sample of 119 people was compared.
Fifty eight of them identified themselves as men and 61 of
them identified themselves as women. All of them lived in
the rural area of the province of Zaragoza (municipality
of Daroca). As shown in Table 5, there is a significant dif-
ference in the type of current occupation and in the social
capital item “I can rely a lot on my partner, family and
friends when I have a serious problem.” It can be seen that
there is a higher percentage of men who are self-employed
compared to women (41.38% compared to 13.56%), a
higher percentage of women who are employed compared
to men (86.44% compared to 58.62%), and a higher per-
centage of women who trust their partner, family and
friends a lot or quite a lot when they have a serious prob-
lem compared to men (76.46% compared to 59.32%).

The detailed examination by gender of employment
types and social capital between men and women from
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Table 5. Comparison of Sociodemographic, Occupational, Economic, Resilience, and Social Capital Variables by Gender.
Women Men
Variables N=6l N=58 p-Value
Age* 51.30 (7.90) 51.36 (8.31) .968
52 (13) 51.5 (13.25)
Marital Status
Married or in a relationship 47 (77.05%) 37 (63.79%) 113
Single, separated or widowed 14 (22.95%) 21 (36.21%)
Country of birth
Spain 54 (88.52%) 55 (94.82%) 401
Other countries 7 (11.48%) 3 (5.18%)
Number of persons living together at home* 2.89 (1.09) 2.57 (1.11) .159
3(2) 2(2) 934
Dependents in the household (yes%) 5(8.19%) 5 (8.62%)
Educational Level
Primary or secondary studies 44 (72.13%) 41 (70.68%) .509
University studies 17 (27.87%) 17 (29.32%)
Current employment status (%)
Working 46 (75.40%) 49 (84.48%) .381
Unemployed with/without benefits 4 (6.56%) 2 (3.44%)
Other 11 (18.04%) 7 (12.08%)
Type of occupation
Employed 51 (86.44%) 34 (58.62%) .001
Self-employed 8 (13.56%) 24 (41.38%)
Monthly household income
0 to | Minimum Interprofessional Wage (MIW) 4 (7.01%) 5 (8.62%) 924
I to 3 MIW 42 (73.68%) 41 (670.68%)
+ 3 MIW 11 (19.31%) 12 (20.68%)
Financial stress (How to make ends meet)
With difficulty (a lot to some) 13 (21.66%) 12 (20.68%) .897
Easily (a lot to some) 47 (79.34%) 46 (79.32%)
Resilience* 27.83 (5.70) 27.98 (6.49) .609
28 (9) 29 (9)
Social capital
Personal Relationships (yes%)
At least one close friend 57 (93.44%) 55 (94.82%) 483
Meet socially at least once a week 33 (54.09%) 30 (51.72%) .635
Feelings of loneliness often/always 8 (13.11%) 6 (10.34%) .059
Used Internet for Social Networking 58 (95.08%) 56 (96.55%) .346
Talk with people in the neighborhood 55 (90.16%) 50 (86.20%) .956
Social Network Supports (yes%)
Have people who would be there for them 46 (76.46%) 35 (59.32%) .042
Help a sick, disabled or elderly person 7 (11.47%) 8 (13.79%) .689
Help a son/daughter (if applicable) 10 (27.77%) 10 (33.33%) .645
Receive help from a son/daughter (if applicable) 10 (27.77%) 9 (30%) 712
Exchange favors with their neighbors 44 (72.13%) 43 (74.13%) 764
Civic Engagement (yes%)
Volunteered more than once in the last |2 months 6 (9.83%) 5 (8.62%) 132
Members of organizations 61 (100%) 58 (100%)
Influence decisions affecting their local area 28 (45.90%) 33 (56.89%) .230
Very or quite interested in politics 14 (22.95%) 19 (32.75%) 232
Trust and Cooperative Norms (yes%)
Trust in the national government 20 (32.78%) 20 (34.48%) 795
Most people can be trusted (at least score 7/10) 19 (31.14%) 34 (58.62%) .003
Most people in their neighborhood can be trusted 41 (67.21%) 47 (81.03%) .195
People from different backgrounds get on well together 52 (85.24%) 51 (87.93%) 797
Felt fairly/very safe walking alone after dark 56 (91.80%) 58 (100%) .002
People are willing to help their neighbors 46 (75.40%) 51 (87.93%) .106
Sense of belonging to their neighborhood 47 (77.04%) 53 (91.37%) .10l

*Continuous variables (mean and standard deviation/median and IQR).
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the rural area of Zaragoza, as shown in Table 5, high-
lights significant differences, especially in the types of
occupations and specific aspects of social capital. The
findings reveal a higher prevalence of self-employment
among men compared to women (41.38% vs. 13.56%),
which suggests that men in these rural arecas are more
likely to engage in entrepreneurial activities or freelance
work. Conversely, a higher percentage of women are in
employed positions (86.44% compared to 58.62% for
men), indicating a tendency towards more traditional
employment roles among women.

The social capital dimensions show notable differ-
ences in community engagement behaviors. Women
report higher levels of trust and reliance on their partner,
family, and friends in times of serious problems (76.46%
compared to 59.32% for men), suggesting stronger sup-
portive networks among the female participants. In addi-
tion, self-employed women are more involved in
exchanging favors with neighbors and are significantly
more active in volunteer activities throughout the year,
as evidenced by a comparison that yielded p-values of
.028 and <.001, respectively.

Discussion and Conclusions

Women living in rural areas are critical to fostering inno-
vation, entrepreneurship, and the sustainable develop-
ment of their communities (Cobano-Delgado & Llorent-
Bedmar, 2020). Their presence ensures the vitality of
rural environments and contributes to economic and
social growth. However, rural society remains predomi-
nantly male, with high rates of population aging and
declining birth rates. At the same time, rural-to-urban
migration continues to be largely female-driven
(Ministerio de Cultura, Pesca y Alimentacion, 2021).
Given this context, this study aimed to explore the pro-
fessional development of rural women by analyzing
sociodemographic factors, employment conditions, resili-
ence, and social capital. Additionally, a gender-based
secondary analysis examined differences in professional
development and entrepreneurship.

This study, which included 229 rural women, high-
lights the dual burden they face in managing both pro-
fessional and personal responsibilities, consistent with
previous national research (Merino, 2002). These find-
ings provide valuable insights into their sociodemo-
graphic profiles, educational attainment, employment
status, and economic conditions. Such data are essential
for understanding the opportunities and constraints pres-
ent in these communities and can inform targeted inter-
ventions to support rural women’s professional
development.

One of the major challenges for rural women in Spain
is employment disparity, where gaps persist in job rates,

wages, and both vertical and horizontal occupational
segregation—factors that further widen the rural-urban
divide (Gorfinkiel, 2019; Ministerio de la Presidencia,
2018). Our findings indicate that self-employment rates
among rural women remain below the national average,
revealing a persistent entrepreneurial gap influenced by
traditional gender roles and economic barriers.

The women in this study reported strong social ties
and high levels of engagement in community-based net-
works, reflected in their high scores on the “personal
relationships” and “social support network” subscales.
This aligns with the increasing trend of associationism
observed among rural women, who are progressively
engaging in mutual-benefit organizations and local
initiatives (Ministerio de Cultura, Pesca y Alimentacion,
2022). They are actively involved in civic and community
development, although their interest in politics and trust
in government institutions is limited, reflecting the
uneven evolution of association and political develop-
ment in rural areas (Vitelli-Martinez, 2011). On the one
hand, an increasing number of rural women are assum-
ing political roles, such as mayors and councilors, sug-
gesting a growing political interest. On the other hand,
women’s associations have limited integration into
broader political or social movements beyond their
immediate local environment (Langreo Navarro &
Benito Garcia, 2005).

The findings also confirm that rural women exhibit
high levels of resilience, enabling them to cope with
adversity, learn from challenges, and drive positive
change. Prior studies have highlighted the protective role
of resilience factors—such as spirituality and strong
social support networks—in improving rural women’s
quality of life (da Silva et al.,, 2022). This resilience
strengthens their ability to participate in community,
local, and regional development, reinforcing their
empowerment (Mulet et al., 2021). No significant gender
differences were found, but self-employed women
showed greater resilience than those employed by others,
likely due to the economic, social, and psychological
risks associated with entreprencurship. In particular,
self-employed rural women need higher resilience to cope
with these risks. However, despite their entrepreneurial
potential, rural women still face major challenges,
including care responsibilities, the invisibility of their
work, and the effects of an aging and male-dominated
rural population (Alonso & Trillo, 2014; Sampedro
Gallego & Camarero Rioja, 2007).

A key finding is the contrast between self-employed
women and those employed by others. While the latter
typically have fixed work schedules and lower commu-
nity engagement, self-employed women tend to have
more irregular working hours, greater resilience, and a
stronger commitment to their communities, as seen in
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higher rates of volunteering and more frequent exchanges
of favors with neighbors (Majoral & Sanchez-Aguilera,
2002; Ministerio de Cultura Pesca y Alimentacion, 2022;
Navarro Yanez, 1999). This suggests that entrepreneur-
ship may serve as a pathway to improving work-life bal-
ance and fostering deeper community integration.

While entrepreneurship can offer a pathway to balan-
cing work and life demands in rural settings, these
women still face significant barriers, including unpaid
care responsibilities, the invisibility of their work, and
structural challenges related to rural aging and masculi-
nization (Alonso & Trillo, 2014; Sampedro Gallego &
Camarero Rioja, 2007). The increasing caregiving
responsibilities of working-age women further limit their
ability to pursue entrepreneurial opportunities, deepen-
ing gender disparities in rural areas.

The gender-based analysis of employment highlights
key differences in job types and social capital. Men are
significantly more likely to be self-employed, whereas
women predominantly work for others. This aligns with
broader trends in rural labor markets, where male entre-
preneurship remains dominant, and rural and agricul-
tural subsidies disproportionately favor men (Ministerio
de Cultura, Pesca y Alimentacion, 2021).

Women entrepreneurs continue to face additional bar-
riers in accessing business opportunities due to their dual
responsibilities in both the productive and domestic
spheres (Garncarek et al., 2021). This dual role is partic-
ularly evident in their greater reliance on close personal
networks—partners, family, and close friends—for sup-
port when facing challenges, while men tend to cultivate
broader external connections (Durston, 2002).

Female participants, particularly younger women in
rural areas, demonstrate strong social ties within their
immediate circles, frequently engaging in meetings with
friends and neighbors to reinforce local support net-
works. However, while they show a growing ambition
for economic growth and professional advancement,
they tend to express lower levels of trust in social circles
beyond their family and close friends, remaining cautious
about expanding their connections outside their local
environment.

They rely heavily on social support from their part-
ners and family members, and tend to trust their friends
more than men do. This close-knit support system may
explain why younger rural women increasingly develop a
strong and legitimate ambition for economic and profes-
sional advancement. However, despite this strong inter-
personal trust, they express less confidence in expanding
their social networks beyond their immediate circle, par-
ticularly within their broader local community.

Given these findings, expanding and strengthening
women’s associations is essential to promoting the eco-
nomic, social, and cultural revitalization of rural

communities (Garncarek et al., 2021; Sanchez-Muros
Lozano & Jiménez Rodrigo, 2013). These associations
not only foster well-being and mutual support but also
serve as crucial mechanisms for building social capital
and compensating for the scarce institutional resources
available to rural women.

The main strength of this study is its analysis of key
variables in rural areas, such as social capital and resili-
ence, which have been relatively understudied. However,
it also has limitations. The most significant is the gener-
alizability of the findings to other countries with differ-
ent population structures and geographical distributions.
This study focuses on rural women entrepreneurs in a
single geographic region, which provides in-depth
insights into their unique challenges and opportunities.
However, this narrow focus may limit the applicability
of the results to other regions or contexts.

Factors such as cultural norms, access to resources,
and regional policies affecting entrepreneurship vary
widely across rural settings, which may influence the
extent to which these findings can be applied internation-
ally. Nevertheless, the demographic characteristics of the
studied community—low population density and a high
proportion of older adults—are representative of many
European and global rural areas. Additionally, this study
follows a cross-sectional design that does not capture
long-term changes or the impact of evolving socio-
economic conditions. Future research should address
these limitations by incorporating comparative studies
across different rural regions and longitudinal
approaches to better understand the dynamics of rural
women’s entrepreneurship over time.

This research aims to shed light on the challenges
rural women face in entrepreneurship. Further studies
on the barriers they encounter and the role of social capi-
tal in their professional development are essential, as
these factors shape the economic and social growth of
their communities. Promoting gender equality and equi-
table participation is crucial, as these efforts will increase
economic growth, reduce poverty, and improve govern-
ance efficiency (Sanchez-Oro Sanchez & Garcia Garcia,
2015).

Women in rural areas must continue to advance in
their professional development to drive the economic,
environmental, and social changes needed for sustainable
development. Recognizing, valuing, and making visible
their contributions is a priority, as their presence is essen-
tial to ensure a vibrant and thriving rural future.
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