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Abstract: A microfinance scheme has emerged as a crucial tool in reducing poverty gaps in many developing
countries. A notable player in the arena is Amanah Ikhtiar Malaysia (AIM), a pioneer in microfinancing in
Malaysia since 1987. AIM’s microfinance program injects small-scale businesses, particularly benefiting single
mother entrepreneurs, contributing to capacity-building and empowerment. However, the advent of the
COVID-19 pandemic, coupled with Movement Control Order (MCO), has adversely affected various business
sectors and vulnerable groups, including single mothers engaged in microfinancing enterprises. This study
employs primary data to assess the impact of AIM’s microfinancing programs on single-mother entrepreneurs
during the crisis. Utilizing a quantitative approach with a two-stage sampling process involving 422
respondents in urban areas, the research evaluates the relationship between empowerment indicators
(economic, social, digital, and psychological) and management and governance aspects of program
effectiveness. The findings reveal that the microfinancing program’s overall effectiveness, economic, digital
and psychological empowerment indicators, and program management are at a moderate level, while social
empowerment is high. Economic and digital empowerment, along with effective management, positively and
significantly influence program effectiveness, whereas social empowerment has a negative and significant
impact. The study concludes with recommendations for enhancing AIM’s microfinance program, equipping
single mother entrepreneurs to better navigate future challenges, and informing policy formulation related to
their empowerment.

Keywords: microfinance; single mother entrepreneurs; empowerment; urban; pandemic COVID-19

1. Introduction

The Malaysian government was one of the first countries in Asia to announce the movement
control order (MCO) which began on 18 March 2020 as a precautionary measure and a response
approach to curb the spread of the COVID-19 epidemic. Among the restrictions implemented
through the MCO is the closure of government offices and private premises, except for those related
to the country’s main services such as health and safety, telecommunications, retail, finance, and
transportation (National Security Council, 2020). Although the MCO approach was able to curb the
spread of the virus, the enforcement of restrictions has left a negative impact on the global economy,
industry, companies, and micro, small and medium enterprises (MSME). Meanwhile, Hamdan et al.
(2021) reported the Global Capital Survey by Ernst and Young (2020) showed that 73 per cent felt a
minimal impact. Hamdan et al. (2021) also recorded a Congressional Research Service survey
reporting that as of March 2020, the crisis had reduced global economic growth by 0.5 per cent to 1.5
per cent.

For MSMEs, the impact of this pandemic has had a big impact on their business activities.
Among the obstacles faced by microentrepreneurs include problems in cash flow due to loss of daily
income, operational disruptions, layoffs, and supply chain disruptions (Che Omar et al. 2020) (Fabeil
et al. 2020). Furthermore, Bartz and Winkler (2016) emphasize that MSME shows a longer regrowth
following the crisis than large companies that grow faster and are more flexible. In addition, the main
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challenge or obstacle faced by MSMEs is the disruption of business operations where temporary
closures during the closure period and some sectors have been closed permanently due to financial
problems (Bartik et al. 2020). In addition, Fabeil et al. (2020) also found that small businesses in rural
areas experience more significant challenges than enterprises in urban areas and are rapidly
developing due to remoteness, especially in terms of infrastructure constraints, labour availability
and limited financial reserves. Therefore, the effects of pandemics and challenges are unique and
vary to individuals, types of business activities, geographic areas, size and resources (Cassia and
Minola 2012) (Lai and Scheele 2018).

Although various efforts and assistance are provided by the government and NGOs, every
entrepreneur, especially MSME, has different experiences in facing the COVID-19 epidemic, as well
as an uneven level of ability to reduce the impact of the MCO on their business activities. The findings
of Cook (2015) show that 75 per cent of MSME businesses without a continuity plan will collapse
within three years after a disaster or crisis. However, most previous studies have focused on the
concerns of the impact of the crisis alone, and the effectiveness of the mitigation approach to reduce
the impact has not been fully explored including the factors that may affect the effectiveness of the
mitigation strategy. Therefore, this study aims to explore the impact of the COVID-19 outbreak and
MCO on Amanah Ikhtiar Malaysia (AIM) microfinance MSME entrepreneurs, especially the single
mother group and to identify the factors that influence the effectiveness of AIM microfinance
programs in dealing with the pandemic crisis.

In dealing with the pandemic and MCO, through a circular with the reference number
AIM/JPU/300-02/01(01) dated 24 March 2020, AIM launched an economic stimulus package
amounting to RM 682,357,904.00 to help AIM participants, also known as Sahabat AIM, to overcome
the challenges of the pandemic and MCO. The economic stimulus package involves (1) the
postponement of the collection of weekly repayments or a moratorium involving 373,815 Sahabat
AIM, which involves a financial implication of RM 555 million, (2) Authorization to withdraw
Compulsory Savings (SW) on a one-off or one-off basis of a maximum of RM 300 to 373,815 Sahabat
AIM involving a financial implication of RM 112.5 million, (3) deferment of I-Lestari and I-Usahawan
Koop Sahabat installments involving 400 Sahabat AIM involving a sum of RM 300,000, (4)
postponement of the Sahabat Ar-Rahnu auction or Islamic mortgage until the end MCO involves
1500 Sahabat AIM with a financial implication of RM 120,000, (5) a Group Fund Loan (PTK) offering
involving 10,000 Sahabat AIM with a maximum limit of RM 1000 per borrower, with a financial
implication of RM 10 million, (6) distribution of cash donations amounting to RM 250 people to 17,444
Sahabat AIM involving financial implications of RM 4,361,104 channeled through Business Zakat
Sahabat Koop RM 621,104, AIM Welfare Assistance Fund RM 2.6 million and AIM Corporate Benefit
Fund RM 1.14 million, and (7) the organization of Sahabat AIM Entrepreneurship Workshop 2020
which emphasizes aspects of online business or the digital economy involving 200 Sahabat AIM
(AIM, 2020a; 2020Db).

Hence, this study shall find answers to the following research questions: (1) What is the impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO on the empowerment of single mother entrepreneurs among
participants in the AIM microfinance program? (2) How effective is AIM's microfinance program
when facing the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO? and (3) How does the relationship between the four
indicators of empowerment of single mother entrepreneurs - economic, social, digital, and
psychological, as well as management and governance factors affect the effectiveness of the AIM
microfinance program when facing the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO?

2. Literature review

A crisis can be defined as a situation faced by an individual, group, or organization that results
in disruption to management using standard routine procedures (Booth 1993) (Anthony et al. 2019)
(Lai 2020) (Ran et al. 2020). From the study, crises are categorized into three types, which are gradual
threats, periodic threats, and sudden threats. Regarding the COVID-19 epidemic crisis, it is
categorized as a 'sudden threat' that occurs unexpectedly which not only affects health conditions
but also causes global economic shock (Booth 1993). A survey by Bartik et al. (2020) found that 5,800
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small businesses in America are facing a fragile financial situation, due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
The findings of the study found that the median of firms with monthly expenses below $10,000, had
cash in hand that lasted for one month, whereas, in pre-pandemic or crisis times, the median for
similar firms had cash on hand for less than 15 cash days given the higher level of expenses. This
situation reflects MSME spends less during the crisis, and this situation is not good for the firm, and
the economy in the long term. In addition, the outbreak also caused negative effects on layoffs and
supply chain disruptions. For example, a study by Che Omar et al. (2020) found that respondents
were facing difficulties in obtaining raw materials which on average were mostly imported from
China and the number of available suppliers was becoming smaller or limited. Meanwhile, Fairlie
(2020) provides an analysis of the impact of the pandemic on active small businesses in the United
States using national data from April 2020. Findings reveal that the African-American business
community experienced a 41 per cent drop. While Latino business owners declined by 32 per cent
and Asian business owners decreased by 26 per cent.

Meanwhile, Hamdan et al. (2021) explored the impact of the outbreak during the MCO on MSME
entrepreneurs under the AIM microfinance program and the approaches used to mitigate the impact
of COVID-19 on the participants' businesses. This study was conducted using a qualitative approach,
in-depth interviews using a semi-structured interview format with six female micro-entrepreneurs.
Selection from respondents through a purposive sampling technique by utilising the AIM e-
commerce platform known as Bazar Sahabat. The study provides two main themes for impact on
micro-entrepreneurs which are financial issues and operational disruptions. As for the mitigation
approach, the consensus pattern among respondents is related to adopting new norms, including
changing the location of business operations from physical stores to home-based and online
platforms. This study has limitations in terms of the generalization of the findings and the focus of
the study; however, the researchers believe that the results of this study can be a stepping stone for
further research in the future regarding the impact of the pandemic and MCO on microfinance
participants. Therefore, future research could further explore using survey analysis on a larger group
of respondents to understand the impact and survival mechanisms adopted by them in response to
the crisis.

After more than three decades, microfinance has become a key element in economic
development strategies around the world, especially in developing and developing countries. In
Malaysia, AIM has been launched since 1987 and is a federal government agency that manages
microfinance programs to improve the well-being of vulnerable groups. Microfinance facility is a
basic component in microfinancing which specifically refers to the provision of loans and credit
facilities to the poor and needy. The amount of loans offered is relatively low in most countries and
these facilities are developed to channel and meet capital needs and cash movement from surplus
units to deficit units. Surplus profits from microfinance will be used as a source of capital for small
businesses to increase the income of these poor people, which in turn will help them get out of the
cocoon of poverty. Microfinance is also a financial aid to small traders to eradicate poverty and
change the standard of family life (Rahman et al. 2018). The use of the concept or theory of
empowerment is an idea that is growing now, in the context of advancing the socioeconomics of
microfinance program participants (Nazier and Ramadan 2018).

The theory of empowerment includes various dimensions that involve individual changes from
the point of view of increasing the will and ability to economic, socio-cultural, legal, political, and
psychological (Kaber 2011), and one of them is the process of women's empowerment (Rahman et al.
2018) to build resilience. According to Kaber (2011), women's empowerment is defined as a process
in which women obtain resources that can help increase empowerment, thereby improving the well-
being of themselves and their families. A person is considered to have empowerment if they
successfully achieve psychological control, good social influence and can engage in any decision-
making process. In addition, Torri and Martinez (2014) stated that the process of women's
empowerment is a process of internal change for individuals who are less powerful in making choices
to have the power and ability to do it and the awareness of "meaning, motivation and purpose" in
each of their actions. Contemporary studies explain that women's involvement in micro-financing
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programs has a positive effect on the empowerment and empowerment of this group through several
dimensions such as economic, social, legal, and psychological (Addai 2017). Microfinance facilities
play a very important role in empowering women's decision-making power in households related to
expenses and family planning. It is also able to contribute to women's empowerment in terms of
income. In addition, investment in women's empowerment is believed to have a significant impact
on economic growth (Sarumathi and Mohan 2011). These studies have shown that the microfinance
program has a significant positive effect on the formation and improvement of women's
empowerment, including single mother entrepreneurs.

2.1. Economic empowerment

The availability of credit facilities is very important to overcome the financial constraints
identified as one of the main causes preventing the growth and sustainability of small and medium
enterprises in developing countries (Wellalage and Locke 2017). Therefore, credit facilities play an
important role in facilitating the flow of capital which in turn can increase the economic growth of an
individual (Mariyono 2019). According to Ferdousi (2015), the policy to stimulate economic growth
is necessary to strengthen the financial system, by promoting various financial products and services
to produce a positive effect on the savings-investment process and subsequently economic growth.
Financial products such as in the form of credit or insurance where these products have been seen to
play an important role in increasing financial innovation. Microfinance can also help to increase
business in the real sector and stimulate economic growth, lower the unemployment rate through
increased labour demand, increase income and lower the poverty rate (Sipahutar et al. 2016).
Meanwhile, Fofana et al. (2015) found that borrowers through microfinance on average have higher
incomes and higher household asset values than non-borrowers. In addition, microfinance also
empowers female borrowers in making household decisions related to mobility, daily expenses,
children's schooling, and health expenses (Al-Shami et al. 2017). In a case study on the impact of
microfinance on women's empowerment in Sri Lanka, the researcher examined the impact of
microfinance on women's poverty and socioeconomic vulnerability as well as the ability to form
social capital through group-based microloans. The analysis found that if the woman borrows and
acts as a credit channel, it has a positive and significant effect on her ability from a household
decision-making point of view (Herath et al. 2015). Next, Al-Shami et al. (2017) studied the effect of
productive loans provided by AIM on the welfare and empowerment of women's households. A
cross-sectional study was used through the distribution of questionnaires to 495 old and new
borrowers. It was found that microfinance facilities have a significant positive effect on the borrower's
household income and personal asset ownership. In conclusion, the benefits of microfinance can
increase the empowerment of women in making household decisions.

2.2. Social empowerment

The dimension of social empowerment is defined as the process of freedom, self-confidence, and
action to change social relationships (Casey et al. 2010). A study by Ab-Rahim et al. (2018) shows that
microfinance has a positive effect on women, further offering future studies with recommendations
to examine aspects of women's empowerment from an economic and social point of view. Sarumathi
and Mohan (2011) used psychological, social, and economic indicators in their study to identify the
role of microfinancing in women's empowerment in Pondicherry, India. The findings of the study
reveal that microfinance helps increase women's empowerment from a social rather than an economic
point of view. In addition, a study in Uganda has proven that women can manage their finances as
well as gain greater mobility (Van Rooyen et al. 2012). Some past studies have used various indicators
to measure the level of social empowerment. Among them self-esteem (Hansen 2015); self-confidence
(Kim et al. 2007); self-efficacy (Kato and Kratzer 2013) (Herath et al. 2015); decision-making (Banerjee
et al. 2015) and mobility (Ahmad et al. 2019).
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2.3. Psychological empowerment

The psychological aspect is also one of the important factors that contribute to the empowerment
of women entrepreneurs in the microfinance program. This psychological aspect can be categorized
into self-confidence, self-skills, educational awareness, environment and harmony or well-being of
self and family and refers to a person's thinking and behaviour patterns (Ahmad et al. 2019).
Sarumathi and Mohan (2011) also used psychological indicators in their study to identify the role of
microfinancing in women's empowerment in Pondicherry, India. The findings of the study reveal
that microfinancing helps increase women's empowerment from a psychological point of view rather
than an economic one. This study is also supported by Henry (2011). He explained that empowerment
can only be realized if an individual has a psychological sense of self-control. The level and ability to
control oneself are very important in helping women decide or deal with an unexpected
environmental situation. Women's involvement in microfinance also contributes to improving the
well-being of life. When compared to the ability to access financing formally through banking and
financial institutions, this microfinance facility is more accessible in terms of eligibility and
application. It is expected to be able to improve the psychological level of women (Salia et al. 2018)
and generate additional income to be used to cover daily needs and able to improve the quality and
well-being of life (Rokhim et al. 2016). Salia et al. (2018) and Fancina and Joseph (2013) explained in
their research findings that microfinance facilities can have a positive effect on women's involvement
from a psychological point of view such as increased levels of self-confidence, improvements in life
happiness, self-esteem and self-skills, the courage to express opinions or opinion, become more
courageous and independent. Batool et al. (2016) reported in a study that 500 women between the
ages of 21 and 49 also found that women's empowerment, specifically referring to psychology, has a
positive relationship with self-confidence. According to Ab-Rahim et al. (2018), psychology can be
expressed in three forms consisting of (1) awareness, knowledge, social power, ability, participation
in society and access to financial resources without any form of social discrimination, (2) political
power which means freedom and involvement in the process making decisions, and (3) the last form
of power is psychological power that takes into account the potential of individuals and their
judgments that influence political and social power.

2.4. Digital empowerment

In addition to educational issues, Hamdan et al. (2021) also dive into the challenges of the
COVID-19 pandemic and the MCO against micro and small entrepreneurs. Specifically, for the
operational aspect, the main challenge faced by respondents is using digital platforms to continue
business activities such as promotion and sales. The study also explains the need for regulators and
microfinance scheme operators to conduct more training to build the capacity and skills of
respondents to master the digital platform and in preparation for future shocks. According to Gong
(2020), although the national mobile broadband penetration rate per 100 people is about 120% in 2019,
the fixed broadband penetration rate—which provides faster and more reliable connections —is only
about 8% for every 100 people. Other infrastructure weaknesses, such as the lack of fibre optic
networks and slow internet speeds have affected connectivity in the country. Based on Kamaruzuki
(2020), the issue of internet speed quality in Malaysia started before the presence of the COVID-19
epidemic. In 2018, Malaysia's 4G network download speed ranked 20th lowest in the world. A report
from Opensignal reported that in 2019, data download speeds via mobile broadband between
telecommunications companies were in the range of 5.4 Mbps to 17.7 Mbps only. Although some
telecommunications companies market broadband speeds of up to 100 Mbps with 4G networks, such
promotions are good news from the looks of it. The fact is that speed is not enjoyed by most users.
Although almost 90% of mobile broadband users in Malaysia can access the 4G network, the quality
is still low. This is due to the weakness of the infrastructure when only 40% of the substation towers
use optical fibre. Meanwhile, Lythreatis et al. (2021) conducted a systematic review and synthesis of
50 articles from 24 countries about the digital divide. The study consolidates the existence of three
levels of the digital divide covering Level 1: access to devices and internet connection, Level 2: digital
competence, skills, and literacy, and Level 3: the ability to use digital competence for life mobilization.
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The study also expressed concern about the potential for a new digital divide in terms of algorithmic
awareness and the inequality of data obtained stemming from the type of internet access. The study
also classified the factors affecting the digital divide into nine themes, namely socio-demographic,
socio-economic, personal elements, social support, types of technology, digital skills, rights,
infrastructure, and large-scale phases of life.

2.5. Management and governance of microfinance programs

Ahmad et al. (2019) have assessed the impact of management and monitoring on the
effectiveness of the Hijrah microfinance program offered by the Selangor state government. The
study has used nine indicators to measure management and monitoring variables. The relevant
indicators are (1) Hijrah officers have provided good service without discrimination, (2) the
effectiveness of the training provided by Hijrah Selangor, (3) satisfaction with the service provided,
(4) good feedback from Hijrah officers, ( 5) confident in the experience possessed by Hijrah officers,
(6) confident that Hijrah officers are given sufficient training in understanding the needs of aid
recipients, (7) easy complaint channels, (8) swift action when needed and (9) frequency of monitoring
by Hijrah officials. The analysis of the study found that the indicator with the highest mean score was
the good treatment of the officers without discrimination. Overall, the study found that the
management level of Hijrah program monitoring in the state of Selangor is at a moderate level. In
addition, Koh et al. (2021) also examined aspects of training conducted by AIM for microfinance
participants in the Federal Territories of Kuala Lumpur, Penang, and Johor. Training indicators are
measured based on a study by Maru and Chemjor (2013). The study found that the training managed
by AIM has succeeded in significantly improving the socio-economic welfare of the participants. The
analysis also found that managed training will be able to improve the socioeconomics of microfinance
participants indirectly significantly, with the presence of increased income. The management aspect
of microfinance participant training and its importance to the effectiveness of the microfinance
program was also confirmed by previous researchers such as Al-Mamun et al. (2018), Al-Shami et al.
(2014), Paul et al. (2013), Maru and Chemjor (2013), Hamdan and Husin (2012), Saad and Duasa
(2010).

2.6. Effectiveness of microfinance programs

Ahmad et al. (2019) also examined the effectiveness of the microfinance program managed by
Hijrah - a Selangor state government agency. The study found that the level of effectiveness of the
program is high. To measure the level of effectiveness, the researchers have used five indicators
consisting of (1) respondents felt that the Hijrah Selangor microfinance program should be
participated by all single mothers, (2) the Hijrah Selangor microfinance program helps individuals in
eradicating poverty, (3) this program effective in increasing income (4) this program can change lives,
and (5) this program is successful in addressing the issue of poverty among single mothers.
Meanwhile, Koh et al. (2021) studied the factors that influence the effectiveness of the AIM
microfinance program in helping to address the issue of urban poverty. In this study, effectiveness is
measured through two indicators - participant income and participant welfare. Five indicators were
used to measure the welfare of the participants adapted from the study of Omoro and Omwange
(2013), while the income of the participants was measured through lime indicators inspired by the
study of Durrani et al. (2011).

3. Research Model

3.1. Research design and research framework

This study decided to adopt a positivist paradigm and deployed a quantitative method through
questionnaire distribution. This is consistent with the methodology of previous studies of a similar
nature. To facilitate the process of this study, a research framework was formed based on the results
of previous studies related to factors that contribute to the effectiveness of microfinance programs
(Al-Shami et. al. 2014), as well as considering the background of crises such as epidemics and
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movement restriction orders (Mohammad et al. 2022) (Hamdan et al. 2021). The focus of this study is
to examine the relationship between indicators of empowerment of single mother entrepreneurs
participating in microfinance and the level of effectiveness of AIM's microfinance programs when
dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic and the MCO. The framework of the study is as follows:

Psychological
empowerment

Social
empowerment

Digital
empowerment

Effectiveness of
microfinance
programme

Management
and
governance

Economic
empowerment

Figure 1. Antecedents of Program Effectiveness During Pandemic.

3.2. Variable measurement

An independent variable (IV) refers to a variable that can be manipulated, and changed, and
measures the effect of manipulation on other variables. Based on previous studies, to measure the
empowerment of single mother entrepreneurs of microfinance participants, this study has used four
(4) main indicators, namely economic, social, digital, and psychological. These four empowerment
indicators are expected to impact and influence the effectiveness of the AIM microfinance program
during the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO. For this study, the dependent variable (DV) is the
effectiveness of the AIM microfinance program during the pandemic and MCO. The variables for
this study are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Variable of study.

Variables Definition Acronym Sources
Dependent Variable:

The effectiveness of the AIM Microfinance Program

during the COVID-19 pandemic and the Movement KM Ahmad et al. (2019)
Control Order (MCO)
Independent Variable:

Economic Empowerment covers aspects of Ahmad et al. (2019), Al-Shami
household income, savings, cost of living, expenses, KE et al. (2017), Al-Shami et al.
insurance coverage, business income and business (2017)
performance

Ahmad et al. (2019), Ab-Rahim
KS et al. (2018), Ahmad and
Ahmad (2016)

Social Empowerment covers aspects of social
recognition, social welfare, social interaction

Biichi (2020), Roffarello &
KD Russis (2019), Diefenbach
(2018)

Digital Empowerment includes aspects of digital
literacy, digital proficiency, and digital burnout.
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Social Empowerment includes aspects of self- Ahmad et al. (2019), Salia et al.

confidence, mental well-being, personal achievement KS (2018), Ab-Rahim et al. (2018)
The management and governance factors of the AIM
microfinance program cover aspects of FMT Ahmad et al. (2019)

administration, operation, and management

3.3. Population and sample selection

The population refers to a group of individuals who want to be studied, namely single mother
entrepreneurs who participate in the AIM microfinance scheme in the state of Selangor, the Federal
Territory of Kuala Lumpur, and the Federal Territory of Labuan. The single mother in question is a
woman who (1) has had her husband die, (2) divorced, or (3) a woman whose husband is sick and
unable to earn a living. Based on records and data obtained from the Research and Innovation Unit
(UPI), Amanah Ikhtiar Malaysia, the population of single mother entrepreneurs participating in the
AIM microfinance scheme who meet the respondent criteria is 1677 including 11 branches including
Ampang, Cheras, Kepong, Puchong, Sepang, Barat Selangor Sea, Hulu Selangor, Kuala Selangor,
Shah Alam, Gombak, and Labuan. The population in question has also been verified and cleared
through review by the Research and Innovation Unit (UPI), Amanah Ikhtiar Malaysia and was
assisted by branch managers, assistant branch managers and supervisors in the area involved. The
considerations and criteria for verification or population cleansing include elements such as
participants (single mother entrepreneurs) are active participants, as well as personal data especially
marital status, address and phone number have been updated. Table 2 depicts the population and
expected size of the sample of the study.

Table 2. Population and sample.

Total No. of No. of
Branch . Per centage, % sample responses Per centage, %
Population, N . .
required, S received
WPKL
Ampang 198 11.8 37 26 6.2
Cheras 240 143 45 148 35.1
Kepong 120 7.2 23 15 3.6
Puchong 195 11.6 36 74 175
Selangor
Sepang 144 8.6 27 28 6.6
Barat Laut Selangor 107 6.4 20 23 5.5
Hulu Selangor 83 4.9 15 17 4
Kuala Selangor 148 8.8 28 24 5.7
Shah Alam 105 6.3 20 26 6.2
Gombak 273 16.3 51 29 6.9
WP Labuan
Labuan 64 3.8 12 12 2.8
TOTAL 1,677 100 314 422 100

1 UPI, AIM (2022) and Krejcie and Morgan (1970).

This study uses a quantitative method, where two stages of sampling are used. The first stage is
a stratified sampling involving three areas - the state of Selangor, the Federal Territory of Kuala
Lumpur and the Federal Territory of Labuan which contains 11 branches. The second stage is random
sampling. Based on UPI records and verification by the branch and supervisor, the total population
of respondents is 1677, so using the recommendations of Krejcie and Morgan (1970), the number of
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samples required is 314. Next, the total population is stratified according to 11 branches, and the
percentage of each branch is obtained. By using the same percentage, the total sample for each
stratum is also obtained. Next, in the second sampling phase, respondents were randomly invited to
respond to the survey form that was distributed.

3.4. Research instruments

To obtain the necessary information, this research instrument uses quantitative methods
through questionnaires and interviews to collect data. Next, to increase the validity of the indicators
that will be used in this study, the draft survey form was first submitted to the management of the
Research and Innovation Unit (UPI), Amanah Ikhtiar Malaysia. The draft was also extended to
managers, assistant managers and selected supervisors identified by UPI. Feedback, views, and
remarks from both parties were considered in the design of the final survey form, before being
distributed to respondents. In addition, the research team also sought feedback from experts who
had been involved in the field of entrepreneurship and management of micro, small and medium
enterprises to further refine the indicators found in the survey form.

The design process of this structured questionnaire item is the result of a survey of previous
studies. This questionnaire was used to collect primary data from a sample of single mother
entrepreneurs of the AIM microfinance program and is divided into 9 sections, namely (A)
Demographic aspects (respondent background), (B) the effectiveness of the AIM microfinance
program and initiatives during the COVID-19 pandemic and MCQO, (C) AIM microfinance program
management and governance factors, (D) Psychological Empowerment, (E) Economic
Empowerment, (F) Social Empowerment, (G) Digital Empowerment, (H) Factors choosing the AIM
microfinance program during the Covid pandemic -19 and MCO and (I) open questions that gather
general views as well as suggestions or feedback from respondents regarding the issue being studied.

Part A touches on the respondent's demographics including aspects of household monthly
income, respondent's marital status, family type, total household dependents, type of residence,
residence status, and business location. Part B contains 11 indicators related to the level of
effectiveness of AIM microfinance programs and initiatives during the COVID-19 pandemic and
MCO. Part C contains 13 indicators about the management and governance aspects of the AIM
microfinance program. Part D contains 13 indicators of psychological empowerment. Next, Section E
contains 12 indicators of economic empowerment. There are 11 indicators of social empowerment in
Section F. This is followed by 11 indicators of digital empowerment in Section G. Next, in Section H
there are 10 indicators that are factors in the selection of respondents to the AIM microfinance
program during the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO. There is only one open question in Part I to
allow respondents to give feedback freely about the issue or topic being studied. For Sections B, C,
D, E, F, and G, each indicator is measured using four Likert scales. The use of four Likert scales has
been used by researchers such as Ahmad et al. (2019) and Riduwan (2012). In fact, according to
Garland (1991), the use of even response categories in the Likert scale eliminates the tendency of
respondents to show a midpoint response that depicts a neutral response or implies a non-decision
to the surveyed item. The four Likert scales used in this study are represented by 1 = strongly
disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, and 4 = strongly agree.

The average value (mean) was used to analyze the data. The mean score obtained for each
indicator is multiplied by a weighting of 2.5, to obtain an average value score (mean) based on a base
score of 10. A weighting with a value of 2.5 is used considering that this study uses a four-point Likert
scalei.e., 2.5 x 4 =10. Next, the average mean score for each domain is obtained by adding the mean
score for all indicators with the total number of indicators in the domain in question. For example,
there are 13 indicators for psychological empowerment, because the mean score of the psychological
empowerment domain will be obtained by summing up the mean scores of all indicators of
empowerment and dividing by 13. Therefore, the analysis is performed based on the mean score
table, which is categorized into four mean interpretations, which are less relevant, low, moderate,
and high based on a four-point Likert scale adapted from Ahmad et al. (2019) and Riduwan (2012) as
in the following Table 3.
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Table 3. Mean score interpretation.

Mean score Interpretation
2.50-3.75 Less relevant
3.76 - 6.25 Low
6.26 - 8.75 Moderate

8.76 —10.00 High

3.5. Data collection procedure

As explained in the previous section, data collection was done based on a questionnaire. Both
primary and secondary data sources will be used to complete the study. Primary data was obtained
through a questionnaire distributed through the WhatsApp application and a Google Form link to
single mother entrepreneurs participating in AIM microfinance as respondents, while secondary data
was obtained from various academic reference sources, journals, articles, documents, newspaper
reports and other relevant printed sources. Meanwhile, the main information of single mothers as
respondents such as full name, identity card number, residential address, and telephone number,
was requested and obtained from the Research and Innovation Unit (UPI) of AIM. For verifying the
information of single mothers whether active or inactive, the research team has requested assistance
from each Branch Manager and Assistant Branch Manager as well as supervisors in the three states
involved - Selangor, the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur, and the Federal Territory of Labuan.

For collecting information and research data, the list of respondents that have been verified by
UPI and the branch office was submitted to the research team to form a WhatsApp group based on
the branches. A total of 11 WhatsApp groups were created covering Ampang, Cheras, Kepong,
Puchong, Sepang, Northwest Selangor, Hulu Selangor, Kuala Selangor, Shah Alam, Gombak, and
Labuan. Each member of the research team will be placed in a WhatsApp group of two branches to
distribute and get feedback on the questionnaire. The relevant research team members will also be
responsible for sending reminders from time to time to improve and speed up feedback. For
respondents who are less proficient in using Google Forms, members of the research team will help
through telephone interviews based on the questions on the questionnaire.

3.6. Data analysis techniques

Data analysis techniques are a method to process and present data and statistical procedures so
that they are easy to understand and provide solutions to research objectives. All data obtained will
be totalled and analyzed with the help of Statistical Package for Social Sciences software (SPSS 23).
Data analysis is done through two (2) ways which are descriptive analysis and statistical analysis.
Descriptive analysis will summarize the data numerically and be presented using tables, graphs, or
diagrams. While statistical analysis aims to interpret and produce conclusions for a situation that
occurs to the population and sample. These tables will contain items, scores, frequency percentages
and mean obtained from the responses of the study respondents. The data of this study will be
analyzed using statistical methods such as correlation coefficient and multiple linear regression. The
empirical model used in this study is as follows

KPMi = a+ KEi+ B2KSi+ B3KDi + BAKPi + B5FPTi + si 1)

In this empirical model, the dependent variable is Microfinance Program Effectiveness or for
short (KPM). The independent variable consists of four indicators of empowerment of microfinance
single mother entrepreneurs including Economic Empowerment (KE), Social Empowerment (KS),
Digital Empowerment (KD), and Psychological Empowerment (KP). While FPT is the management
and governance factor of AIM, while ¢ is the error term.

4. Results and discussion

This section discusses in detail the results of the research conducted. Analysis and interpretation
are presented to answer the underlying research questions. The results of these findings are divided
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into three parts, which are the analysis of demographic information of the respondents, descriptive
analysis, and empirical analysis. This study has received 422 responses.

4.1. Respondents profile

Table 4 describes the profile of the study respondents based on selected socio-demographic
elements including business location, monthly household income, total dependents, respondent
status, residential status, residential type, and family status. In terms of business location, most
respondents are in the state of Selangor. For the state of Selangor, the existing branches include
Sepang, Northwest Selangor, Hulu Selangor, Kuala Selangor, Shah Alam, and Gombak. The total
number of respondents who do business in the state of Selangor is 301 or 71.3 per cent, followed by
the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur with 99 respondents or 23.5 per cent. Branches in the Federal
Territory of Kuala Lumpur consist of Ampang, Cheras, Kepong and Puchong. While respondents
from the Federal Territory of Labuan are 13 or 3.1 per cent and there is only one branch i.e., Labuan
in the region concerned. There are 9 respondents or 2.1 per cent who do business in the Federal
Territory of Putrajaya. However, there is currently no branch operating in the federal government's
administrative centre. Based on monthly household income, most respondents are from the B40
group or in the income range of RM 4,849 and below. The total number of respondents in this group
is 379 or 89.9 per cent. The remaining 10.1 per cent consisted of respondents with monthly household
incomes in the M40 and T20 groups, respectively covering 37 respondents or 8.7 per cent and 6
respondents or 1.4 per cent. This situation reflects the success of the microfinance program's
accessibility to the right target group, especially the B40 group, but still offers equity to the single
mother entrepreneur group from M40 and T20 who are capable.

Continuing from the aspect of monthly household income from the B40 group, there are 210
respondents or 49.8 per cent from the B1 group with a household income range of less than RM 2,500
per month, 105 respondents or 24.9 per cent from the B2 group with a household income range
between RM 2,501 to RM 3,169 per month, 40 respondents or 9.5 per cent from the B3 group with a
household income range of RM 3,170 to RM 3,969 per month, and 24 respondents or 5.7 per cent from
the B4 group with a household income range between RM 3,970 to RM 4,849 per month. For the aspect
of household dependents, most respondents from single mother entrepreneurs participating in AIM
microfinance have dependents between 1 and 4 people covering 303 respondents or 71.8 per cent,
followed by the group of household dependents of more than 10 people totaling 77 respondents or
18.2 per cent. These preliminary findings provide an overview of the challenging situation that some
microfinance participants must endure to continue their survival and business during the spread of
the COVID-19 epidemic and movement restrictions. From the point of view of the respondent's
status, 230 or 54.5 experienced divorce. While 133 respondents or 31.5 per cent lost their partner due
to death. Next, there are 59 respondents or 14 per cent who took over the responsibility as the head
of the family to find the cause of the family's economy since the spouse has become ill, lost the ability
to work or is sick.

Table 4. Respondents’ Profile (Indicator of Selected Sociodemographic Attributes; N = 422.

Demographic Attributes Frequency Per centage (%)
Business Location
Selangor 301 71.3
Wilayah Persekutuan — Kuala Lumpur 99 23.5
Wilayah Persekutuan — Labuan 13 3.1
Wilayah Persekutuan — Putrajaya 9 2.1

Monthly household income

B40
Less than RM2,500 210 49.8
3,170 - 3,169 105 249
3,170 - 3,969 40 9.5

3,970 - 4,849 24 5.7
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M40
4,850 - 5,879 20 4.7
5,880 — 7,099 6 1.4
7,100 - 8,699 4 0.9
8,700 — 10,959 7 1.7
T20
10,960 — 15,039 4 0.9
More than 15,040 2 0.5
Number of dependents
1to4 303 71.8
5t09 4 0.9
More than 10 77 18.2
No dependent 38 9
Respondent status
Divorcee 230 54.5
Death of husband 133 31.5
Taking over husband roles 59 14
Accommodation status
Poor People Housing Project 9 2.1
People Housing Project 40 9.5
Bungalow 3 0.7
Twin 4 0.9
High-rise 121 28.7
Village 114 27
Single storey house 58 13.7
Double-storey house 73 17.3
Family status
Mixed 6 14
Dyad 2 0.5
Single parent 215 50.9
Co-habitation 23 5.5
Extended 14 3.3
Nucleus 162 38.4

Touching on the residential aspect, there is the largest group of respondents who still rent and
share, respectively 221 or 52.4 per cent and 40 or 9.5 per cent. This situation also illustrates that more
than half of the respondents do not yet have their residential assets because they still need to rent or
board. There are 117 respondents or 27.7 per cent who own their residence while 12 respondents or
2.8 per cent own a residence jointly (joint ownership), and another 32 respondents or 7.6 per cent own
a residence through inheritance. Regarding the type of residence, 121 respondents live in high-rise
residences such as flats or 28.7 per cent, 114 respondents live in rural residences or 27 per cent, 40 per
cent or 9.5 per cent occupy the People's Housing Project (PPR), and 9 respondents or 2.1 per cent
participate in the Poor People's Housing Project (PPRT).

The last respondent's demographic aspect that was studied was the type of family. There are 215
respondents or 50.9 per cent, are single-parent families, and 162 respondents or 38.4 per cent are
nucleus families. There are also a total of 14 respondents or 3.3 per cent from extended families, 23
respondents or 5.5 per cent from co-habitation families and mixed families and dyads respectively 6
respondents or 1.4 per cent and 2 respondents or 0.5 per cent. Status of the family living in the current
residence. For further explanation, the nuclear family is a family consisting of a father, mother, and
children only; A single-parent family is a family that has either a mother or father and a child. This
may be due to divorce or even death; A mixed family is a family consisting of a father, wife, and
children. However, this family is known as a mixed family if the father is married to 2 or more
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mothers; a dyad family is a family that only consists of a father and mother and does not have
children; An extended family is a family consisting of several generations, for example grandparents,
relatives and cousins also live together; A co-habitation family is a family that is not married but lives
together.

4.2. Descriptive analysis

Table 5 shows a descriptive analysis of 12 indicators of economic empowerment, based on the
responses of single mother entrepreneurs participating in AIM microfinance when faced with the
situation of the COVID-19 pandemic and the MCO. The highest indicator of economic empowerment
with a mean score of 8.619 is 'During the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, I was able to pay back
consistently as set by the AIM microfinance scheme'. This finding is very encouraging, even though
AIM has provided a program to delay the repayment of financing or loans or called a moratorium.
The second highest indicator of economic empowerment with a mean score of 8.309 is 'During the
COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, my household income was able to survive by using the AIM
microfinance scheme'. The indicator of economic empowerment with the third highest mean score is
8.294 for 'During the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, my business can still provide for contingency
expenses by using the AIM microfinance scheme'. With that, the average mean score of the economic
empowerment domain is 7.649 at a moderate level, making the empowerment domain the fifth
empowerment factor in terms of order. The Cronbach Alpha for the economic empowerment
indicator is 0.910, exceeding a reading of 0.70; as suggested by Nunally and Bernstein (1994); thus,
indicating the reliable measurement.

Table 5. Descriptive Analysis of Economic Empowerment (N = 422).

No Indicator Min Max SD Mean
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, my business
performance was able to survive.

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, I was able
2 to repay consistently as prescribed by the AIM microfinance 2.50 10.00 1.997 8.619

scheme.
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, the new
3 funding of the AIM microfinance scheme has covered my 2.50 10.00 1.969 7.819
business operating expenses.
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, my business
4 was still able to make a profit using the AIM microfinance 2.50 10.00 2.125 7.613
scheme.
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, my business
5 was still able to make savings using the AIM microfinance 2.50 10.00 2.146 7.334
scheme.
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, my business
6 was still able to provide for contingencies using the AIM 2.50 10.00 1.712 8.294
microfinance scheme.
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, my
7 household income was able to survive by using the AIM 2.50 10.00 1.671 8.306
microfinance scheme.
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, my business
8  was able to provide insurance/takaful coverage by using the 2.50 10.00 2.261 7.186
AIM microfinance scheme.
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, my family’s
9 main expenses were health items such as face masks, hand 2.50 10.00 1.859 7.956
sanitisers and thermometers.
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, the primary
10 expense of the business was paying employees “salaries or 2.50 10.00 2.453 6.795
wages.

2.50 10.00 2.137 7.109
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Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, my

11 business-related financial & banking transactions were 2.50 10.00 1.949 8.045
electronically/online.

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, my

12 2. 10. 2.072 7.162
economic and financial well-being was good. 50 0.00 0 6
Economic empowerment domain mean score 3.75 10.00 1.448 7.649
Cronbach Alpha 0.910
Rank 5

Table 6 also shows a descriptive analysis of social empowerment. There are 11 indicators for
social empowerment. The social empowerment indicator with the highest minimum score of 8.738 is
'During the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, I am still actively communicating online rather than face
to face'. The social empowerment indicator with the second highest minimum score of 8.430 is 'In
general, during the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, my social welfare was good'. Then the social
empowerment indicator with the third highest min score is "Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic
and MCQO, I am still active in contact with other AIM microfinance participants’, with a min score of
8.324. Thus, the minimum score for the social empowerment domain is 8.903 or at a high level,
making this domain the empowerment factor at the top of the ranking. The Cronbach Alpha of the
social empowerment domain is 0.925.

Table 6. Descriptive Analysis of Social Empowerment (N = 422).

No Indicator Min Max SD Mean
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, I was still

! actively communicating with AIM officers. 2:50 1000 1.831 8.045

» Th'roug}}out the CQVID—19 panden'uc ar.1d MCO, 1 x'/v?s still 250 10.00 1676 8.324
actively in touch with other AIM microfinance participants.

3 Thro.ugho.ut the CO.VID—1.9 pan.d?r.mc .and l\./ICO,.I was still 250 10.00 2295 7192

actively involved in social activities in residential areas.

4 Th?oughout the (;OYID—I? pandemic and MCO, I was s.tlll 250 10.00 2125 7613
actively communicating with the surrounding community.

5 Thro.ughout the CQVII?—19 pa.ndemlc and MCO, I was still 250 10.00 1577 8.738

actively communicating online rather than face-to-face.
6 Thro'ughout the COV'ID-1.9 pandemic and .MCO, I still had a 250 10.00 1712 8.094
spirit of camaraderie with the surrounding community.
- Throug}.lc?ut the (;OVIP-l9 pandemic a.nd MCO, I sFlIl had a 250 10.00 1671 8.306
spirit of union with the surrounding community.

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, I still had

8 access to social facilities 1’n residential areas' such as mosques, 250 10.00 2056 7 830

surau, places of worship, health centres, internet centres,
markets, and grocery stores.

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, I still had

9 acces.s to social serv1ces.1n residential ar.eas such as cleamng 250 10.00 1.859 7 056
services, sewerage services, postal services, health services,

and community internet centre services.

Throug.hout the COYID—19 par'ldemilc and MCO,'the S.plrlt of 250 10.00 1.645 8.306
the neighbourhood in my residential area remained intact.

1 In general, throughot.lt the COYID-19 pandemic and MCO, 250 10.00 1.628 8.430

my social well-being was good.
Social empowerment domain mean score 2.75 10.00 1.521 8.903
Cronbach Alpha 0.925
Rank 1

Table 7 shows the findings of the descriptive analysis of the digital empowerment factor which
consists of 11 indicators. The highest mean score is 8.572 for the indicator 'During the COVID-19
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pandemic and MCO, I feel the need for more digital skills training'. Next with a mean score of 8.531
for the indicator 'During the COVID-19 pandemic and the movement control order, I have access to
the internet'. The third highest indicator with a mean score of 8.424 is 'During the COVID-19
pandemic and MCO, I have a gadget or digital device to access the internet'. This situation illustrates
that respondents have access to the internet and devices or gadgets to follow the digital experience
during the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO; however, respondents expressed the need to acquire
more digital skills to reap optimal benefits in a digital economy. The overall mean score for the digital
empowerment domain is 8.208, making the domain the second factor in the sequence after social
empowerment. The Cronbach Alpha for the digital empowerment domain is 0.930.

Table 7. Descriptive Analysis of Digital Empowerment (N = 422).

No Indicator Min Max SD Mean
1 Throughout the COVID-19 pa'ndemlc and MCO, I had access 250 10.00 1571 8.531
to the internet.

» Throughout th? (;OVID-.19 pandemic and MCO, Thad a 250 10.00 1672 8.424
gadget or digital device for access to the internet.

3 Throughout the COVID-19 Péndemlc and MCO, I feltI had 250 10.00 1.807 7 896

good digital skills.
4 Throughout the COVID—19. p.anden.uc am?l MCO, I felt the 5.00 10.00 1.567 8.572
need for more digital skills training.

5 Throughout t'he? COV'ID—19 Pandemlc ar'ld MCO, I was able 250 10.00 1788 8.128
to use digital skills to increase business revenue.

6 Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, I was able 250 10.00 1718 8.087

to use my digital skills to promote the business.
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, I was able
7 to use digital skills to make sales online (examples: Lazada, 2.50 10.00 2.264 7.299
Mudah. my, Shopee etc.)
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, I was able
8 to use digital skills to ensure my children’s education 2.50 10.00 1.758 8.341
continued.

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, I was able
to use digital skills to improve my quality of life.
When conducting sales online, I understand the digital-
related acts that have been set in place to ensure my rights
10 and those of customers are protected. (Among them: Section 2.50 10.00 1.738 8.294
263 (2) of the Communications and Multimedia Act (CMA 1998),
Consumer Protection Act 1999 and Trade Descriptions Act 2011)
In general, throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO,

2.50 10.00 1.712 8.294

11 . . 2.50 10.00 1.658 8.288
my social well-being was good.
Digital empowerment domain mean score 3.64 10.00 1.351 8.208
Cronbach Alpha 0.930
Rank 2

Table 8 shows the results of the descriptive analysis for the indicators of psychological
empowerment which have 13 indicators. The highest indicator with a mean score of 8.602 is
'Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, I always want to succeed in life'. Next is the
indicator 'Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, I always feel grateful for the life I've lived'
with a mean score of 8.584. Meanwhile, the mean score of 8.459 is for the indicator 'T am confident of
using my skills throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO'. Hence, the mean score for the
psychological empowerment domain is 8.069 or moderate level and ranks fourth. The Cronbach
Alpha of the psychological empowerment domain is 0.945.
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Table 8. Descriptive Analysis of Psychological Empowerment (N = 422).

No Indicator Min Max SD Mean

1 Throug}'lout t}.1e COVI]'D.—19 pandemic :'and M'CO, Iam 250 10.00 1.590 8.383
confident in my ability to succeed in business.

» Throughout the ;OVID—19 Pandemlc.and MCQO, I am 250 10.00 1.569 8.459

confident of using my skills.
3 Throughout the COVID—.19 pan(.iemlc and MCO, I felt my 250 10.00 1.835 7 974
self-confidence increased.

4 Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MC.O, I sfllways felt 250 10.00 1910 7 826
able to change the fortunes of my family’s life.

5 Throughout the COVID-19 pa'ndemlc'and MCO, I always felt 250 10.00 2249 7 435

happy with my life.
6 Throughout the COVID-19 pandem'lc z.md MCO, I always 250 10.00 1617 8.602
wanted to succeed in life.
7 Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, I have 250 10.00 1.847 7 044
always felt respected.
8 Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, I always felt 250 10.00 1815 8.110
loved.
9 Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, my mental 250 10.00 1.867 8.146
health was good.
10 Throughout the COVI]?-19 paﬁdemlc and MCO, I always felt 250 10.00 2042 7713
content with the life I went through.
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, I felt
11 satisfied with my personal, family and business 2.50 10.00 1.979 7.476
accomplishments.

1 Throughout the COVID-19 panéemlc and MCO, I have 250 10.00 159 8.584
always felt grateful for the life I went through.

13 In general, throughout t.he COVID-.19 pandemic and MCO, 250 10.00 1819 8952

my psychological well-being was good.
Psychological empowerment domain mean score 4.23 10.00 1.423 8.069
Cronbach Alpha 0.945

Rank 4

Next, Table 9 shows the results of the descriptive analysis for 13 indicators of microfinance
program management and governance factors during the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO. The
highest mean score indicator is 8.999 for the 'AIM microfinance payment delay incentive to take
advantage of business continuity during the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO'. Next, the indicator with
amean score of 8.661 for 'In general, throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, the management
and monitoring of the microfinance program by AIM is good'. The third indicator with a mean score
of 8.608 is 'AIM microfinance financing rescheduling incentive to take advantage of business cash
flow during the COVID-19 MCO pandemic'. The mean score for the management and governance
domain is 8.073 or at moderate level, making the domain the third factor that is expected to influence
the effectiveness of microfinance programs and initiatives in helping single mother entrepreneurs
overcome the challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic and movement restriction orders. The Cronbach
Alpha value of the domain is 0.928.

Table 9. Descriptive Analysis of Management and Governance (N = 422).

No Indicator Min Max SD Mean
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, skills training
programs by AIM were held.

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, AIM officials
conducted regular monitoring.

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, the complaints
channel provided by AIM was convenient.

1 2.50 10.00 2.208 7.068
2.50 10.00 2.032 7.613

2.50 10.00 1.858 7.861
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Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, AIM’s actions
were swift when needed.
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, the
5 management of the microfinance program was handled by 2.50 10.00 1.818 8.282
experienced AIM officers.
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, AIM officials

2.50 10.00 1.965 7.861

6 L . 2.50 10.00 1.689 8.341
understood the needs of microfinance program recipients.
7 Throughout the COVID.—19 pandemic and MCO, AIM officials 250 10.00 1.683 8.353
provided good feedback.
8 Throughout tbe COVID-19 pfmder.mc and .MC.O,. AIM 250 10.00 1.575 8.531
employees provided good service without discrimination.
9 Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO aid from the 250 10.00 1.950 8.046

government including by AIM was channelled immediately.
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, the

10 moratorium incentives by AIM microfinance have benefited 2.50 10.00 2.453 6.795

business viability.
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, AIM’s
11 microfinance payment deferral incentives have benefited 2.50 10.00 1.396 8.999
business sustainability.
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, the AIM

12 microfinance financing rescheduling incentive leverages 2.50 10.00 1.589 8.608

business cash flow.
In general, throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, the

13 management and monitoring of microfinance programs by 2.50 10.00 1.574 8.661
AIM was good.
Management and governance domain mean score 3.27 10.00 1.358 8.073
Cronbach Alpha 0.928
Rank 3

Meanwhile, Table 10 reflects the results of a descriptive analysis of the effectiveness of the AIM
microfinance program during the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, especially in helping single mother
entrepreneurs who are also participants in the program. A total of 11 indicators have been evaluated.
The highest mean score was 8.555 for the 'Amanah Ikhtiar Malaysia (AIM) microfinance program is
effective in helping businesses survive during the COVID-19 pandemic and movement control order
(MCO)'. This was followed by the indicator 'In general, AIM's microfinance programs and services
effectively eased the burden during the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO' with a mean score of 8.217.
The next indicator is 'AIM's microfinance program is effective in increasing my business income
throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO'. The mean score of the AIM microfinance program
effectiveness domain is 8.054 or at a moderate level.

Table 10. Descriptive Analysis of Effectiveness of Microfinance Program (N = 422).

No Indicator Min Max SD Mean
The Amanah Ikhtiar Malaysia (AIM) microfinance program
1 is effective in helping businesses survive throughout the 2.50 10.00 1.736 8.555

COVID-19 pandemic and MCO.
The AIM microfinance program was effective in increasing

2 my business income throughout the COVID-19 and MCO. 250 1000 1867 8.146
The AIM microfinance program effectively covered family
3 2.50 10.00 1.933 8.063
expenses throughout the COVID-19 and MCO.
4 The AIM microfinance program effectively helped cover 250 10.00 1.958 8.092

business expenses throughout the COVID-19 and MCO.
The AIM microfinance program effectively trained the skills
5 of single mother entrepreneurs during the COVID-19 and 2.50 10.00 1.958 8.139
MCO.
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The AIM microfinance program effectively increased the
6 income of single mother entrepreneurs throughout the 2.50 10.00 1.873 8.139
COVID-19 and MCO.
Throughout the COVID-19 and MCO, the AIM microfinance
7 program was effective in helping access (access) to the 2.50 10.00 2.047 7.737
internet.
Throughout the COVID-19 and MCO, the AIM microfinance
8 program was effective in helping obtain digital gadgets or 2.50 10.00 2.258 7.310
devices
Overall, the AIM microfinance program effectively helped
9 single mother entrepreneurs weather the COVID-19 and 2.50 10.00 1.932 8.104
MCO.
In general, AIM’s microfinance programs and services were
10  effective in easing the burden throughout the COVID-19 and  2.50 10.00 1.919 8.217
MCO.
In general, the AIM microfinance program is effective in

11 2. 10. 1.881 .092

addressing the adverse effects of COVID-19 and MCO. 50 0.00 88 8.09
Effectiveness of Microfinance program domain mean score 2.50 10.00 1.634 8.054
Cronbach Alpha 0.958

4.3. Empirical assessment

Table 11 shows the results of the correlation analysis between dependent variables and
independent variables as well as the relationship between independent variables and other
independent variables. according to Guildford (1973), the correlation or relationship between one
variable and another variable can be classified as weak when the r value or correlation coefficient is
between 0.20 and 0.40, at a moderate level between 0.40 and 0.70, at a high level between 0.70 and
0.90, and so on at a high level when the value of r exceeds 0.90. Meanwhile, if the value of r is less
than 0.20 it means that the relationship between one variable and another variable can be ignored.

Table 11. Correlation Analysis Between Variables (N = 422).

KPM FPT KP KE KS KD
KPM 1

FPT 714" 1
<.001

KP .490™ .550™ 1
<.001 <.001

KE 571" 623" 728" 1
<.001 <.001 <.001

KS 418~ 563" 595" .843" 1
<.001 <.001 <.001 <.001

KD 436" 470™ 538" 612" .608™ 1
<.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001

** The correlation is significant at the 0.01 (2-tailed) stage.

Based on the results of the correlation analysis, it was found that the dependent variable - the
effectiveness of the microfinance program (KPM) has a high correlation (r = 0.714) with the
management and governance factor (FPT) and a moderate correlation with psychological
empowerment (r = 0.490), economic empowerment (r = 0.571), social empowerment (r = 0.418), and
digital empowerment (r = 0.436); even all these correlations are significant at the p = 0.01 level. The
analysis also shows that the correlation between the independent variable and other independent
variables is also significant at the p = 0.01 level;, however, at varying degrees of correlation. For
example, the correlation between social empowerment is high with economic empowerment (r =
0.843). While the correlation between digital empowerment and management and governance factors
is at a moderate level (r = 0.470).
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Table 12 reports the results of linear regression analysis on the relationship between the
effectiveness of the microfinance program and the indicators of empowerment of single mother
entrepreneurs participating in the AIM microfinance from an economic, social, digital, and
psychological perspective as well as management and management aspects. Multiple linear
regression analysis shows that the two factors of empowerment of single mother entrepreneurs
participating in AIM microfinance — economic and digital are positive and significant at the respective
levels of 1% and 5%. Meanwhile, the social empowerment factor is negative and significant at the 1%
level. The psychological empowerment coefficient was found to be positive but not significant.
Meanwhile, the management and management factors are positive and significant at the 1% level.
Thus, economic empowerment indicators, digital empowerment indicators and aspects of
management and management have a positive and significant relationship to the effectiveness of the
AIM microfinance program when dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO. Meanwhile, the
social empowerment indicator has a negative and significant relationship to the effectiveness of the
AIM microfinance program during a crisis. Another indicator of psychological empowerment was
found to be insignificant in influencing the effectiveness of the program regarding helping single
mother entrepreneurs navigate challenging situations such as the transmission of the COVID-19
outbreak and orders to restrict movement. The findings of the relationship between single mother
entrepreneurs' empowerment indicators and the effectiveness of AIM's microfinance programs and
initiatives differ from earlier studies such as Sarumathi & Mohan (2011) and Ahmad et al. (2019) who
found a positive and significant relationship between psychological and social empowerment
indicators on the effectiveness of microfinance programs. The research team believes that this
difference is influenced by the situation experienced by the respondents in each of the studies,
moreover, this study evaluates the views of the respondents on the effectiveness of the microfinance
program during the spread of the COVID-19 epidemic and the movement restrictions order
implemented by the government to curb the spread.

Table 12. Multiple Linear Regression Results (N=422).

Item Results
o 0.825
FPT 0.721%**
KP 0.0000
KE 0.460%**
KS -0.035***
KD 0.127**
Adjusted R? 0.566

5. Conclusion

This sub-section deliberates the achievement of research objectives, managerial and practical
implications, limitations, suggestions for future studies, and a summary of the current study.

5.1. Achievement of research objectives

5.1.1. Objective 1: To identify the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO on the
empowerment aspect of single mother entrepreneurs in the AIM microfinance program.

There are four indicators of the empowerment of single mother entrepreneurs participating in
the AIM microfinance which were studied as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO covering
economic, social, digital and psychology. The results of the study rather than descriptive analysis
found that social empowerment indicators with a score of 8.903 were the most important indicators
of empowerment. Then there is the digital empowerment indicator with a score of 8.208, the
psychological empowerment indicator 7.649 and the economic empowerment indicator 7.649. These
four empowerment indicators are at a moderate level.
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5.1.2. Objective 2: To assess the effectiveness of the AIM microfinance program in the face of the
COVID-19 pandemic and MCO.

The results of the study rather than descriptive analysis found that the effectiveness of the AIM
microfinance program in the face of the COVID-19 and MCO pandemics was at a modest level with
a score of 8.054. In addition, this study also assesses the relationship between management factors
and management of the AIM microfinance program on the effectiveness of the relevant program.
Descriptive analysis found that the score for the management and administration elements was 8.073
which was also at a moderate level.

5.1.3. Objective 3: To analyze the relationship between the empowerment of single mother
entrepreneurs based on four indicators of empowerment which are economic, social, digital, and
psychological as well as management and governance factors on the effectiveness of the AIM
microfinance program in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO.

Research findings based on linear regression analysis regarding the relationship of
empowerment of single mother entrepreneurs measured through four indicators - economic, social,
digital, and psychological show that indicators of economic and digital empowerment have
positively or directly and significantly influenced the effectiveness of AIM microfinance programs
and initiatives during the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO. In addition, the regression analysis also
found that management and governance factors are also positively or directly and significantly
influencing the level of effectiveness. The findings imply that if the level of economic and digital
empowerment of single mother entrepreneurs increases, in addition to more robust management
factors, then the situation will contribute positively and significantly to the effectiveness of AIM's
microfinance program in facing periods of crisis or shock. However, social empowerment indicators
were found to have a negative and significant relationship with the effectiveness of AIM's
microfinance programs and initiatives during the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO period.
Furthermore, the indicator of psychological empowerment was found to be insignificant in
influencing the relationship to the level of effectiveness of the AIM microfinance program.

5.2. Managerial and practical implications

Several policy recommendations are highlighted to increase the capacity and effectiveness of the
microfinance scheme. These recommendations aim to better prepare the target group to face future
shocks or crises.

5.2.1. Management and governance of the microfinance program

A database that is comprehensive, complete, updated and networked with relevant ministries,
agencies or departments should be worked on so that the delivery of financial and non-financial
assistance can be done more effectively and systematically and targeted in nature. The characteristics
of such a database will enable the implementation of more effective and systematic monitoring,
making it easier for interested parties to access information accurately and subsequently be able to
channel the necessary support more quickly, thoroughly, and intelligently.

5.2.2. Economic empowerment

Continuous awareness campaigns to create awareness among microfinance participants that
they should not rely too much on borrowing practices. A loan that cannot be managed well, will
eventually have a bad effect on the borrower. This matter will be strengthened with a series of
training, business skills and guidance, market research, financial administration management and
financial literacy that can have a great impact on improving living standards, the process of
empowerment especially for single mother entrepreneurs and the economic development of the state
and the country. In addition, the implementation of targeted aid initiatives for microfinance
participants should be strengthened. This targeted assistance method allows microfinance agencies
to channel financial and non-financial assistance based on the specific needs or specific challenges
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faced by the participants. Based on the principle of 'the right medicine, for the specific disease’, this
approach allows the participants to overcome the challenges they face more thoroughly and quickly.
This approach increases economic and cost-effectiveness.

5.2.3. Digital empowerment

Carry out continuous and structured training and digital skills improvement programs,
especially with Malaysia stepping into the digital economy era. Participants should be widely
exposed to digital marketing techniques, digital payments, and other online transactions. In addition,
continuous efforts are needed to increase accessibility or access to the internet and gadgets among
single mother entrepreneurs.

5.2.4. Social Empowerment

Strengthen multi-directional cooperation, across agencies and multi-stakeholders to increase the
social empowerment efforts of single mother entrepreneurs. A transparent and comprehensive
multilateral and multi-agency cooperation framework is needed to avoid duplication of functions,
waste of resources, and leakage of funds. In addition, multi-stakeholder collaboration is important to
establish a 'mentoring’' system and ‘networking' program for microfinance participants, especially for
single mother entrepreneurs. To ensure that the concerned group continues to benefit for a long time,
the mentoring system and networking program are very important because they can have a great
impact on the improvement of living standards, the empowerment process, and the development of
the country's economy.

5.2.5. Psychological empowerment

Aspects of mental and psychological well-being should be emphasized to ensure that single
mother entrepreneurs participating in microfinance programmes have a good level of mental health.
The continuous guidance of certified counsellors and easily accessible health experts should be
considered since single mother entrepreneurs are often faced with various economic, social, and
family management challenges as well as self-development.

5.3. Limitations of study

Although this study has achieved the research objectives outlined, there are at least two
limitations or constraints in this study. First, this study focuses on respondents who are in urban
areas of three states only - Selangor, Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur, Federal Territory of Labuan
which covers eleven branches - Ampang, Cheras, Kepong, Puchong, Sepang, West Selangor, Hulu
Selangor, Kuala Selangor, Shah Alam, Gombak, and Labuan. Second, the response of this study
focuses on a group of vulnerable communities consisting of single-mother entrepreneurs among
microfinance participants.

5.4. Suggestion for future research

Based on the research that has been done and considering the views of the respondents, the
researcher would like to put forward some suggestions that can be considered for implementation in
the future. Among them (1) the study in the future can be expanded to involve respondents in other
states; because involves the analysis of more branches. Next, a comparative analysis regarding the
effectiveness of microfinance programs or initiatives during the crisis can be refined between states,
branches, and localities such as urban-rural-suburban; (2) future studies can also be expanded by
involving more respondents from other vulnerable communities among microfinance participants
such as disabled entrepreneurs, communities in public housing projects, and youth from poor urban
and rural areas; and (3) future studies can also consider a longitudinal study approach to enable the
assessment of the empowerment factors of microfinance participants and the effectiveness of the AIM
microfinance program for a longer period compared to cross-sectional studies.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202401.2174.v1

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 31 January 2024 doi:10.20944/preprints202401.2174.v1

22

5.5. Summary

Overall, this study has identified the effectiveness of AIM's microfinance programs and
initiatives during the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO from the perspective of single mother
entrepreneurs who are participants in the program. In addition, the study has been able to identify
the relationship between the four empowerment indicators of single mother entrepreneurs
participating in the microfinance program - economic, social, digital, and psychological as well as the
program's management and governance factors. The findings of the study have been able to give a
clear picture to all interested parties, especially Amanah Ikhtiar Malaysia as well as the government
in general to promote single mother entrepreneurs participating in the microfinance program from a
socioeconomic aspect. Generally, change, reform and progress in a society starts with women because
this group is the cornerstone of a family institution. To achieve more empowerment, the microfinance
program implemented needs to be solidly supported by several other aspects such as training, skills,
and educational opportunities for single mothers, especially to create opportunities to obtain digital
life-long learning. Various development activities, technical and vocational training, as well as
targeted comprehensive financial and non-financial aid initiatives need to be provided as an
approach towards increasing women's empowerment, especially among single mother
entrepreneurs. Resilient women can transform families, thereby bringing great changes to society
and the economy.
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