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The Influence of Entrepreneurial Identity Weten's
and Maternal Identity Centrality on
Creative Opportunity Search Strategies il
and Action Likelihood: Case of

Mumpreneurs in Turkey

£ |

Sabina Ibrahimovié¢ ildokuz'

Ercan Ergiin®
Gebze Technical University, Institute of Graduate Programs, Department
of Management, Kocaeli, Tiirkiy

ABSTRACT

Based on existing theoretical and empirical studies, this paper’s purpose is to
examine the agents relevant to the process of mumpreneurs’ creative search and
action likelihood toward new opportunities with an emphasis on two main
identities: maternal and entrepreneurial as experienced by mumpreneurs in
Turkey. The study examines the significance of both entrepreneurial and maternal
identities on the use of creative strategies while searching for potential new
opportunities and action likelihood toward these opportunities. Data for the study
was collected using survey methodology on mumpreneurs in major urban cities of
Turkey. The structural model measures entrepreneurial identity and maternal
identity centrality, creative search strategies and action likelihood using a sample
of 302 mumpreneurs: 169 part-time and 133 full-time mumpreneurs. Study findings
reveal that between the two identities, entrepreneurial identity has a stronger
positive effect on the use of creative strategies and action likelihood while maternal
identity had a positive but quite low impact on the same variables. The use of
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creative strategies had a significantly positive and high impact on action
likelihood. ‘Years of experience’ control variable has been found to have a
significant negative influence on creative opportunity search strategies and action
likelihood. This study helps us understand how motherhood’s powerful emotions
and attachment to identities, which are highly central to the self, affect the
entrepreneurial decision-making process.

KEYWORDS: mumpreneurs, identity, creative opportunity search strategies,
action likelihood

Introduction

Entrepreneurship is widely recognized as a key driver of economic
growth and progress. Among women entrepreneurs, the category of
"mumpreneurs" has garnered significant attention due to the unique
challenges they face in balancing family responsibilities and entrepreneurial
pursuits (Duberley & Carrigan, 2013). Thus, this paper aims to explore the
interplay between individual and contextual factors in mumpreneurship,
such as entrepreneurial and maternal identities, creative opportunity search
strategies (hereinafter referred to as creative search) (Heinonen et al., 2011;
Puhakka, 2007), and the likelihood of acting upon them (Dimov, 2007;
2020), (hereinafter referred to as action likelihood).

While research on the intersection of motherhood and entrepreneurship
is growing, three significant gaps persist:

(1) Gender-Centric Focus vs. Maternal Roles: Many studies focus on
gender issues in mumpreneurship, overlooking the fundamental
maternal roles mumpreneurs fulfill. The 5SM framework (Brush et
al., 2009) highlights the transformative nature of mumpreneurial

activities but does not fully address maternal role obligations
(Breen & Leung, 2020).

(2) 'Doing’ vs. 'Being' a Mumpreneur: Research often emphasizes the
actions mumpreneurs take in managing childcare and business
operations, neglecting the aspect as ‘being’ a mumpreneur, not just
‘doing’ part of mumpreneurship (d’Andria et al., 2020).

(3) Intentions vs. Actions: While entrepreneurship literature often
focuses on factors influencing the intention to start a business, less
attention is paid to acting upon creative ideas or opportunities.

Shifting the focus to intentionality regarding creative opportunities
is essential (Dimov, 2007; 2020).



Sabina Ibrahimovié¢ lldokuz, Ercan Ergiin 3

This research aims to address these gaps by quantitatively analyzing
data from 302 mumpreneurs in Turkey, with the goal of advancing both
mumpreneurship and women's entrepreneurship in developing countries.

Theoretical Development
Identity and Action Likelihood

Mumpreneurs’ Entrepreneurial Identity within the Context of
Entrepreneurial Intentionality

According to the identity theory, identity represents a set of meanings
or standards which individuals ascribe to themselves in relation to social
categories occupied (e.g. women, male), affiliated social groups (e.g. family,
soccer team supporters), acting roles (e.g. student, mother), and the qualities
that make them unique from others on a personal level (e.g. humorous,
hardworking, trustworthy) (Burke, 2009). Burke (2009) explains how
identity is composed of identity standard, which holds sets of meanings
related to the identity, and an individual’s perception of the identity-related
meanings in a specific situation, often coming from others' feedback and
self-evaluation in a role. However, literature has underlined how
mumpreneurs often face difficulties while maintaining their entrepreneurial
identities due to how these identities interact with their already committed
roles and continuous childcare responsibilities. Landour (2020) underlines
how mumpreneurs who develop efficient strategies to balance work and
personal life develop an entrepreneurial mindset quickly. Moreover, Elvin-
Nowak et al. (2001) propose that mumpreneurs may develop their own
tactics and ways of thinking to assist them in managing family-work
demands and construct an identity that best expresses their commitment to
both work and mothering obligations. Lewis et al. (2021) highlight the fact
that, in addition to their maternal identities, mumpreneurs will build
entrepreneurial identities faster once they start developing a business. The
authors performed their research on mumpreneurs with a focus on the
adaptation of their feminine entrepreneurial identities while operating in a
masculine entrepreneurial environment. The study stressed a critical finding:
mumpreneurs, who maintain a balanced feminine entrepreneurial identity,
avoiding extremely feminine characteristics, are more likely to grow their
business opportunities. In a similar vein, Drakpa et al. (2022) found how, in
addition to financial resources, women entrepreneurs who have confidence
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in their abilities and business knowledge are more likely to take part in start-
up activities. It is, thus, reasonable to conclude that when someone is
confident in their skills and abilities to succeed in a particular job, it
frequently shapes how they see themselves within that role, which has a
significant impact on their work identity formation. After all, self-
confidence is defined as being unafraid to understand and act on your
thoughts. Although it has been proven how efficiently entrepreneurial
identity assists in finding potential opportunities and helps organize
resources (Navis & Glynn, 2011), it is still unclear whether mumpreneurs’
entrepreneurial identity has a direct impact on intention to act upon potential
new opportunities or action likelihood. Dimov (2007) introduced the
concept of action likelihood, suggesting that the realization of planned
entrepreneurial behavior is influenced by various factors such as the
entrepreneur's environment, prior experience, and individual traits. He
recommends focusing on individuals' actions on specific opportunities
rather than on their general intention to start a business. Therefore, among
the factors influencing the intention to act is entrepreneurial identity, as it
motivates behavior to satisfy the need for competence (Burke and Stets,
1999). Consequently, mumpreneurs might seek validation beyond their roles
as mothers by fully dedicating themselves to their goals. This essentially
means that effective mothering entails actively caring for children while also
acting as their primary financial provider (Ekinsmyth, 2013), mirroring their
entrepreneurial identity. Therefore, it has been hypothesized that:

H1: Mumpreneurs’ entrepreneurial identity has a significant and direct
impact on their likelihood of acting toward identifying and
exploiting new opportunities in the near future

Mumpreneurs’ Maternal Identity Centrality within the Context of
Entrepreneurial Intentionality

According to Barnett and Baruch (1987), maternal identity refers to a
woman's perception of herself as a mother and the importance she places on
this role in her life. Arendell (2000) underlines how maternal identity is not
a one-size-fits-all experience and how each mother's journey is distinct. Yet,
even though not all mothers develop maternal identity, within the broader
context, the process of forming maternal identity is thought to begin during
pregnancy. Rubin (1967) emphasizes this notion, illustrating how mothers
initiate the construction of their identity through imitation, role-playing, and
observing role models. Despite this multidimensional nature of maternal
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identity, entrepreneurship is often seen as beneficial for mothers. Although
mumpreneurs’ ability to pursue both entrepreneurship opportunities and
embrace maternal identity has its challenges, it allows them to make
independent decisions, establish a work-life balance, and engage in maternal
responsibilities according to their own preferences (Kogu & Mejri, 2022;
Tan & Yew, 2023). According to Landour's (2020) research, pursuing
entrepreneurship is fundamentally an identity issue. Specifically, the author
defines the "identity issue" as a person’s search for self-actualization within
a specific identity domain. From the mumpreneurial perspective, this
suggests that mumpreneurs who want to benefit from their business
activities are more inclined to build an identity as a means for self-
actualization while gaining community credibility as an entrepreneur and a
mother. This has been confirmed by Rodrigues et al. (2022), who state and
we quote "Mumpreneurship is considered a form of female
entrepreneurship whose motivation, and the process of identifying
opportunities, is influenced by maternity." (p. 3429). Within these lines, we
strongly believe that as mumpreneurs intentionally structure ventures
around their families, the presence of an identity highly central to self-
concept will increase the likelihood of action toward a particular idea
(Ekinsmyth, 2013). Therefore, it has been hypothesized that:

H2: Mumpreneurs’ maternal identity centrality has a significant and
direct impact on their action likelihood toward identifying and
exploiting new opportunities in the near future.

Identity and Creative Search

Mumpreneurs’ Entrepreneurial Identity within the Creative Search

Entrepreneurial identity is success-driven; it drives passion toward
implementing entrepreneurial targets by creatively scanning for
opportunities, resulting in enhanced engagement in target tasks (Cardon et
al., 2009). In reality, creativity may present itself in a variety of different
ways, especially in the mumpreneurial sphere. In spite of the fact that
mothers may have strong creative self-concepts in both the professional and
personal domains, mumpreneurs’ self-concept in a role and creative search
for new opportunities have received relatively little attention from the field
of identity research (Marsh et al., 2006). A few studies examined these
components from a family and gender perspective. For example, Lebuda
and Csikszentmihalyi (2020) emphasize how a family appreciation of an
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idea enhances motivation for creativity, raises self-efficacy for creativity,
and leads directly to creative behavior. Kemmelmeier and Walton (2016)
observed how women outperformed male colleagues in the originality of
their creative work in their study on gender gaps in the self-assessment of
creativity. Authors also emphasize how creative women may not always
develop something for their own gain; they may also do it to benefit and
please those to whom they are emotionally committed. By interacting with
the environment to collect important information, a mumpreneur might
develop an interest in executing the role based on remarks about the
feasibility of the business idea (Stryker & Burke, 2000). Positive belief in an
idea implies a satisfactory condition of its feasibility, which will fuel mother
entrepreneur's feeling of self-awareness as an entrepreneur and thus actively
give meaning to their identity as an entrepreneur (Murnieks et al., 2014).
Fundamentally, it is argued that mumpreneurs' entrepreneurial identities will
boost their engagement in creative and innovative idea generation to firstly
improve the quality of life and eventually fulfill maternal obligations (the
basic need of 'good mothering'). If the process of acquiring a creative idea
concludes successfully, it would ultimately validate entrepreneurial identity
on a micro-level. Therefore, it has been hypothesized that:

H3: Mumpreneurs’ entrepreneurial identity will have a significant and
direct influence on creative search.

Maternal Identity Centrality within the Creative Search

Along with their constant engagement in entrepreneurial activity,
mumpreneurs continue to perform behaviors attached to the mother role. In
their study, Kwasniewska and Lebuda (2017) highlight the favorable effects
of motherhood on a variety of characteristics and skills related to creativity.
In a similar vein, Ilha Villanova and Pina ¢ Cunha (2021) stress how
creativity and a creative search for new ideas are typically required for
mothers' day-to-day activities, interpersonal interactions, managing
everyday responsibilities, and overcoming unforeseen obstacles. Ekinsmyth
(2013) notes that when we think about mumpreneurs' daily schedules it is
simple to understand how both caring for one's family and running a
business may be a source of creative new ideas. Moreover, facing and
overcoming sociocultural, occupational, and private barriers usually
involves creative ways of thinking and organizing (Brush et al., 2009;
Ekinsmyth, 2011; Lewis, 2014; Lewis et al., 2021). For example, Sonbol
(2018), in her extensive examination of creative responses to gendered
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opportunities, underlines how, women's absorption of "motherhood", rather
than the notion of motherhood, is what gives them the potential to engage in
entrepreneurship in creative and productive ways. By following the notion
unrolled in these studies, understanding how mumpreneurs use their
creativity to help construct and validate their maternal identities, as well as
how creative search strategies help to navigate the seemingly difficult
maternal and professional obligations, can help put mumpreneurs on the
entrepreneurial agenda and improve our understanding of mumpreneurial
creativity. Given these findings, the current study implies that when a
mumpreneur’s maternal identity is central to her ideal self, identity
verification becomes more important and vital since it entails deep
sentiments of family ties as fundamental role values. As a result, she will
seriously consider pursuing a search for creative opportunities in order to
meet a basic family requirement. Therefore, it has been hypothesized that:

H4: Mumpreneurs’ maternal identity centrality will have a significant
and direct impact on creative search.

Creative Search and Action Likelihood

According to several studies, the key to successfully identifying and
exploiting new opportunities—while also satisfying the need for a positive
self-perception in a role—is creative search. Creative search is a kind of
concept that is only focused on and concerned with the future (Pandza &
Thorpe, 2009). Each mother begins the business with a more or less distinct
vision of the company's future within the boundaries of sociocultural norms,
professional ability, and private lifestyle. In order to find and shape viable
future ideas, mumpreneurs collect relevant data in a systematic manner as
they reconstruct and redefine the 1ideal of motherhood within
entrepreneurship. Brush (1992) emphasized how creative ideas or
opportunities do not always come by chance but are believed to be
embedded within the roles mumpreneurs identify with. Indeed, the answer
to the question of why some individuals recognize the opportunity while
others do not lies in the mumpreneurs’ image of themselves (Lewis et al.,
2021), the identity they have embedded, and the future image of the
opportunities they hold. Therefore, at the stage of the search, information
processing enables a mumpreneur to establish a more accurate view of the
desired self in her role as both mother and entrepreneur (Fiske & Taylor,
1991), as well as the view she holds about future market-based
opportunities. Given the aforementioned, mumpreneurs will actively look
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for possibilities that suit their future image of "good mothering," in which
the primary objective is to provide a better future for their children and
family. Hence, it is predicted that mumpreneurs' creative search will
strengthen their intentionality toward action upon viable future
opportunities. Therefore, it has been hypothesized that:

HS: Creative search will have a significant and direct effect on
mumpreneurs’ action likelihood.

Figure 1: Theoretical Model and Hypotheses

MATERNAL
IDENTITY
CENTRALITY
CREATIVE SEARCH ACTION
p— - LIKELIHOOD
ENTREPRENEURIAL ~— T

IDENTITY =~ i

H1,H2 T~ :
. .
CONTROL i CHILDREN AGE 1
VARIABLES I YEARS OF EXPERIENCE :

Source: Authors’ own model

Methodology
Sample and Procedure

The goal of this study was to gather data from established
mumpreneurs currently running businesses; however, identifying eligible
mumpreneurs was quite challenging. Associations having up to 500
members each agreed to participate in our study. Despite having up to 500
members each, members of the associations were not all mothers, and not
all were reachable during our data collection period. We managed to collect
only 40 questionnaires. Consequently, we shifted our focus to collecting
questionnaires from mumpreneurs not affiliated with any association. We
reached out randomly to mumpreneurs engaged in local family businesses,
including artists, chefs, and small-scale workshop owners, both part-time
and full-time. Data gathering began within our own network and expanded
to business networks of mumpreneurs willing to help. After deleting
incomplete or inconsistent responses, we obtained 302 completed
questionnaires out of the initial 347, achieving an 87% response rate. To
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ensure consistency, the questionnaire was translated into Turkish by one
translator and then into English by another. Any discrepancies were
resolved jointly.

Table 1: The Demographic Characteristics of the Participants

Characteristics N (%)| Characteristics N (%)
Age Children activity
18-25 14 4.6 |Yes 138 45.7
26-30 31 10.3|No 161 533
31-40 80  26.5 |Not born yet 3 1
41-50 111 36.8 |Income
>50 66 21.9]5.001 —10.000 TL 134 443
Education <10.001 TL 168 55.6
Primary or Middle School 23 7.6 |House rent
High school 141  46.7 |Yes 122 40.4
University 122 40.4 | No 180 59.6
Grad school / PhD 16 5.3 |Type of

entrepreneur
Marital Status Full-time Entrepreneur 133 44
Married 248  82.1 |Part-time Entrepreneur 169 56
Divorced 37  12.3 |Entrepreneurial

activity
Widowed 17 5.6 | 1to 10 years 174 57.6
Children > 10 years of activity 128 42.4
1 102 33.8 |Sector
2 147  48.7 |Production 88 29.1
3 43 14.2 |Accounting - Finance 11 3.6
>3 7 2.3 |Human Resources 5 1.7
Pregnant 3 1 |Sale - Marketing 140 46.4
Children Age 4
All children are under 1 year 7 2.3 |Other 46 15.2
of age
All children are 1-5 years of 44 14.6 |Answers under ‘Other’:
age Health, Textile, Informatics,
All children are 6-10 years of 37 12.3 |Education, Hairdresser, Beauty
age salon, Tourism, Media, Grocery
All children are older than 10 147 ~ 48.7 |store, Medical export, Leather
years of age accessories design, Fashion design,
Not born yet 3 1.0 Translation, Language courses
Children aged < 1 and 1-5 15 5.0 |school, Eyebrow design, Waxing
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Characteristics N (%)| Characteristics

N

(%)

years of age

Children aged < 1 and 6-10
years of age

3 1.0

Children's age is 1-5and 6-10 15 5.0 |Animation and NFT

Children's age is1 and > 10
years of age
Children's age is 6-10 and >

10

1 0.3

30 99

salon, Cleaning company, Yoga
course, Trade, Tailor, Interior
design, Farmer, Stationery owner,

Source: Authors’ own calculation based on survey data

Dependent, Independent and Control Variables

In order to ensure that there is no systematic bias influencing our
primary data, Harman’s (1976) one-factor test was done (Podsakoff et al.,
2003). After calculating Harman’s test in SPSS by choosing the principle
axis factoring method and a fixed number of factors 1, the results showed
the presence of only one factor, which on its own accounts for less than 50%
of the variance (37,36%).

Table 2: Explanatory and Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Reflective Constructs EFA CFA
Factor 1: Entrepreneurial Identity
EIA 1 T often thought about becoming an entrepreneur. 0,830 0,690
EIA 2 Isee myself as an entrepreneur. 0,752 0,900
FIA 3 Becoming an entrepreneur is an important part of who1 0,771 0,759
- am.
When I think about it, the term “entrepreneur” fits me 0,783 0,776
EIA 4
- pretty well.
EIA 5 TIalways thought about becoming an entrepreneur. 0,744 0,694
It is important for me to express my entrepreneurial 0,796 0,761
EIA 6 .
—  ambition.
Cron.a 0.874; rho A 0.881; CR 0.874; AVE 0.583
Factor 2: Maternal Identity Centrality
I think about the fact that I am a mother, when I'm 0,839 0,923
MIC 1 o : . .
— deciding on possible business opportunities
MIC 2 The fact that I am mother is an important part of my 0,847 0,762
— entrepreneurial role.
MIC 3 Being a mother is an important part of how I see myself 0,883 0,757

at my job
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Reflective Constructs EFA CFA
Cron.a. 0.857; rho_A 0.867;, CR 0.857; AVE 0.668
Factor 3: Creative Search
SO 1 [Iam trying to find a really new business idea 0,871 0,831
30 2 I purposefully emphasize creativity when generating the 0,869 0,756
=~ business idea
30 3 I intend to find original and really novel ideas for a 0,748 0,959
=~ business
Cron.a 0.888; rho_A 0.901; CR 0.888; AVE 0.727
Factor 4: Action Likelihood
AL 1 Engage ina deliberate, systematlc search for an idea for 0781 0916
- a new business opportunity.
AL 2 fl"hmk about a busmgss idea or a number of bgsmess 0785 0.888
=" ideas that can potentially grow into a real business.
AL 3 Dlsguss ideas for a new opportunity with my friends and 0.664 0,713
—  family.
AL 4 Tall.< about a new opportunity Wlth people that [ have a 0.816 0,681
— " business or working relationship with.
AL 6 Take some clgsses or seminars on how to exploit e a 0,590 0,771
- new opportunity.
AL 7 Alone or w1th.others, define products or services for the 0.826 0,805
= new business idea.
AL 8 Alone or .w1th others, tr.y to define the market 0.816 0,805
—  opportunity for the business.
AL 9 Devote significant time to this business idea. 0,822 0,854
AL 10 Alone or with others, study and map out the financials 0.848 0,864

for the opportunity.
Cron.a 0.945; rho_A 0.950; CR 0.946; AVE 0.663

Source: Authors’ own calculations based on survey data

As shown in Table 2 all scale items were operationalized on a 5-point
Likert scale, with 1 being "strongly disagree" and 5 being "strongly agree".
In order to fit our study, the wording of the items was changed by adding
the words ‘entrepreneur’ and ‘opportunities’. The effect of Children’s Age
variables and Years of Experience on AL and OS was controlled, as they
may be significant influential factors in the decision to engage in any

entrepreneurial activity.
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Findings
Evaluation of the Outer Measurement model

First, exploratory factor analysis using SPSS 22.0 was conducted to
check for internal reliability and determine the factor structure of the latent
variables. The AL scale containing 16 items was divided into more than one
factor; AL 1 to AL 10 were loaded on the main AL factor, whereas AL 11
to AL 16 were loaded on another factor, which gave us a general picture of
the factor’s dimensional structure.

Table 3: Correlation Values and Discriminant Validity

El MIC OS AL
Entrepreneurial Identity 0.767
= 5 .8 Maternal Identity 0.066* 0.817
E ';é E Centrality
S5 5 Creative Search 0.476* 0.279* 0.853
Action Likelihood 0.470*  0.422*  0.567* 0.814
= =  Entrepreneurial Identity
g & £ Maternal Identity 0.080
s § T== Centrality
< S » Creative Search 0.476 0.270
= Action Likelihood 0.468 0.420 0.563

Note: Values written in bold are NAVE; Correlation values are presented in the Fornell-
Larcker Criteria table. *p<0.001.

Source: Authors’ own calculations

Thus, we have eliminated items AL 12 to AL 16 accordingly. Further
analysis suggested that the scales of MIC, EI, and OS are all one-
dimensional scales. In addition, results of the analyses including Varimax-
rotation with Kaiser Normalization show KMO 0.897, Bartlett’s p < 0.001,
cut-off point 0.50, Cronbach’s Alpha 0.925, and factor loadings higher than
0.50 (Hair et al., 2014). The scale matches the literature’s generally
accepted reliability of Cronbach’s Alpha 0.70 (Nunnally, 1978). After
additionally dropping item four of the creative search, the exploratory factor
analysis (EFA) of the 21 items indicates a four-factor model. As our study
uses a reflective measurement model, SmartPLS 4 software was used for the
reliability and validity testing of the constructs. CFA results indicate internal
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consistency as all composite reliability (CR) values are above 0.7.
Convergent reliability was achieved as well, as all average variance
extracted (AVE) values are above the cut-off value of 0.5. The rho A
reliability coefficient values are all above 0.7, which is in line with the
suggestions of Hair et al. (2014). Thus, discriminant validity was achieved
by the Fornell-Larcker (1981) criterion, which suggests that the square root
of each AVE should be higher than the correlation coefficients for each
latent variable. Furthermore, the HTMT criterion for discriminant validity
between reflective constructs shows a value below 0.90, as suggested by
Henseler, Ringle, and Sarstedt (2015). PLS-SEM results suggested a good
fit of the model (SRMR = 0.057, NFI = 0.804) according to the criteria for
model fit advised by Hair et al. (2014). As SmartPLS does not provide a
standard goodness-of-fit statistic aside from the NFI and SRMR values
mentioned above, the model fit in CFA was additionally calculated using
the GoF value (VaverageAVE x averageR?) as suggested by Cohen (1988).
The GoF value of 0.579, obtained by calculating the formula, exceeds the
cut-off value of 0.36 for large effect sizes of R%. This value indicates that the
model has very good prediction power.

Evaluation of the Inner Structural Model

To establish the significance of the path coefficients, the current study
used a bias-corrected and accelerated (BCa) bootstrap approach using 5000
bootstrap samples with 300 maximum iterations. In addition to the
explanatory power of R?, the f value represents the magnitude of each
independent variable's influence on the dependent variable. When an
independent variable is removed from the path model, a change in the value
of R? indicates that the independent variable has an impact on the dependent
variable. Geisser (1974), Stone (1974), and Hair et al. (2014) state that >
values of 0.35 show a high, 0.15 medium, and 0.02 weak influence of the
independent variable on the dependent variable. As shown in Table 4, the
effect sizes for MIC and EI on OS are 0.086 and 0.294, whereas the effect
sizes for MIC, EI, and OS on AL are 0.158, 0.116, and 0.157, respectively.
Hence, as Cohen (1988) indicated, the f> of all three exogenous latent
constructs on OS and AL has a small and moderate effect on the value of
R
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Table 4: Results of the Structural Model

Hypothesis S::;ll; ct;l:;:l f2 VIF B) t-value Del',)c?;?on
H1 El — AL 0.116  1.300  0.309* 4981 Significant
H2 MIC — AL 0.158 1.091  0.275% 4.552  Significant
H3 EI -0S 0.294 1.004  0.475%* 7.999  Significant
H4 MIC — OS 0.086 1.004  0.181* 2.937 Significant
H5 0S - AL 0.157 1.404  0.317* 4.737  Significant
R? adjusted
OS 0.31
AL 0.46

Note: *p < 0.05

Source: Authors’ own calculations

Table 5: Results of the Structural Model (cont.)

Structural relations 2 VIF PB) t-value  Path Decision
Children Age — AL 0.001 1.018  0.017 0.382 Not Significant
Children Age — OS 0.000 1.018  0.003 0.066 Not Significant

Years of Experience — AL 0.021 1.188 -0.234%* 2.309  Significant
Years of Experience — OS  0.052  1.129 -0.404* 3.555  Significant

Note: *p < 0.05

Source: Authors’ own calculations

According to path analysis findings, both entrepreneurial identity and
maternal identity centrality variables are significantly and positively
correlated to creative search (B = 0.446*, B = 0.292*, respectively),
confirming hypotheses H3 and H4. Thus, both entrepreneurial identity and
maternal identity centrality variables are significantly and positively
correlated with action likelihood (B = 0.233*, B = 0.324*, respectively),
confirming both hypotheses H1 and H2. Creative search also has a
significant impact on action likelihood (B = 0.375%), so H5 is supported.
Analysis for control and dependent variables indicated no effect of the
children's age variable but showed a negative effect of years of experience
on action likelihood and creative search.
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Discussion and Theoretical Contribution

A current study finds that the entrepreneurial identity of mumpreneurs
significantly influences their creative search for new ideas and the
likelihood of acting upon new opportunities. These findings align with prior
studies by Landour (2020) and Lewis et al. (2021), emphasizing the
importance of mumpreneurs' adaptability to the dynamic entrepreneurial
environment and the development of an identity that reflects their
commitment to work responsibilities. These results can be explained by the
notion of situatedness put out by Dimov (2007), which holds that each
person's intentionality is shaped by the particular situation in which it takes
place. For Turkish mumpreneurs, the socio-cultural and economic
environment in which they operate is expected to have a significant
influence on their entrepreneurial activities and identity formation. Unlike
developed economies like the UK or US, where socio-cultural norms are
more individualistic, Turkey has a more family-oriented and collectivistic
culture. In Turkish society, the family is the focal point of business and
entrepreneurship, and mothers frequently transition from unpaid household
responsibilities or corporate positions to self-employment to provide for
their families (Ufuk & Ozgen, 2001). However, the business culture in
Turkey can create significant obstacles for women aspiring to be
entrepreneurs. As a result, women may struggle to build a strong
entrepreneurial identity due to self-doubt and lack of confidence. Women
often face pressure to prioritize their roles as wives and mothers over their
careers, making it challenging to balance entrepreneurship with family
obligations. This struggle can lead to feelings of guilt and anxiety among
mumpreneurs, impacting their entrepreneurial identity formation. Despite
these obstacles, mumpreneurs occupy a unique position that presents
opportunities for establishing a strong entrepreneurial identity. In Turkey,
many mumpreneurs have access to supportive communities of fellow
colleagues who offer mentorship, networking, and emotional support. This
support can help them overcome challenges in male-dominated business
cultures and foster a sense of identity as a successful mumpreneur.
Additionally, mumpreneurs' perspectives as women and mothers may
provide valuable insights into their target market's needs and preferences,
giving them a competitive edge over their male counterparts. This
perspective can contribute to their identity as an innovative and successful
mumpreneur, enabling them to navigate challenges and find new
opportunities effectively. Through the concept of situatedness regarding
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creative search and its highly positive relationship with mumpreneurs’
entrepreneurial identity the nature of the Turkish economy can be explained.
As previously mentioned, Turkey is a rapidly developing country with a
growing women entrepreneurship and increasing demand for goods and
services. This creates a dynamic and fast-changing business environment,
where mumpreneurs have an advantage in identifying new opportunities.
Turkey, benefiting from its strategic location and access to 1 billion
consumers, stands out as one of the region's fastest-growing economies.
Statistical figures show a notable increase in GDP per capita, rising from
$9,539 in 2021 to $13,110 in 2023 (TUIK, 2024), accompanied by an
average annual GDP growth rate of 5.4 percent between 2003 and 2022
(Presidency of The Republic of Turkey Investment Office, 2024). Despite
this growth, recent figures from the 2024 Turkish Statistical Institute
(TUIK) indicate that (firom here on, if not indicated differently, all numbers
in thousands) the number of women entrepreneurs remains four times
smaller than those of men in 2023 (women 1.083; men 4.878). Nonetheless,
there is a consistent upward trend in the share of women entrepreneurs
compared to the overall women employment rate, indicating a steady
progress in women's participation in entrepreneurship (2021=10,59%;
2022=10,56%; 2023=10,76%). What's noteworthy is the rise in the number
of women entrepreneurs in the agricultural sector between 2021 (185.00)
and 2023 (225.00), contrasted with a decline among male counterparts
(2021=1.537; 2023=1.469). This trend could be attributed to a significant
increase in inflation rates, nearly doubling from 36% to 64% after 2021.
This severe economic shift likely impacted the labor mobility of male
entrepreneurs, prompting a transition from agriculture to non-agricultural
sectors, while women entrepreneurs took over a greater share of agricultural
responsibilities. Karadeniz et al. (2023) and Ozar (2016) highlight the
significance of individuals' perceptions and societal beliefs in shaping
entrepreneurial decisions, revealing a disparity where women entrepreneurs
remain somewhat disconnected from the operational and strategic aspects of
the entrepreneurial sector despite positive economic growth statistics. El
Kadhi and Hamrouni (2023) discovered that mumpreneurs follow the
philosophy of embracing unexpected surprises. Authors underline that when
confronted with unexpected obstacles, they actively seek solutions to
overcome them, as these negative events, in particular, help business growth
by triggering new ideas on how to solve them. Furthermore, their
entrepreneurial identity and mindset may give them the flexibility and
creativity needed to adapt to changing market conditions and identify new
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opportunities for growth. Furthermore, while present in the findings,
mumpreneurs' construction of entrepreneurial identity in a male-dominated
structure of business and society remains a mystery. Despite the supportive
community of other women entrepreneurs and the unique perspective they
have, Turkish mumpreneurs may be wunable to develop a strong
entrepreneurial identity with a feminine appearance, but a more masculine
one. Ultimately, mumpreneurs' success in Turkey will be determined by
their ability to handle many challenges that they confront and take
advantage of the possibilities accessible to them in masculine settings. The
evidence supporting the influence of maternal identity centrality on the
creative search for new ideas and mumpreneurs' likelihood of action toward
novel opportunities was not as strong as expected. Specifically, while it was
assumed that mumpreneurs in Turkey would have strong maternal
identification and hence conduct their economic activity primarily on the
basis of maternal identity, this was not the case in our study. This can be
related to a variety of facts. Firstly, the low influence of maternal identity on
both creative search and action likelihood may be attributed to their identity
as a mother not being directly related to their entrepreneurial domain. While
motherhood may have an effect on their beliefs and objectives, it may not
have an impact on their capacity to perceive and act on new possibilities,
which is in line with the study by King (2020), who found how women in
her study did not demonstrate a strong desire for growth. Secondly, while
motherhood may impact a mumpreneur’s understanding of market shifts and
customer requirements, it may not necessarily provide an edge in spotting
new possibilities (Dimov, 2020). Finally, mumpreneurs may have developed
techniques to distinguish between their parental and entrepreneurial duties.
For example, they may set aside particular periods for work and others for
caring for their children. Study results highlighted the significance of the
experience period on future action intention as well as on the use of creative
search strategies. Interestingly, years of experience had a negative impact on
future intention to action, supporting previous studies findings of Hmieleski
et al. (2015) and Seletkova et al. (2021). These studies underline the fact
that more experienced entrepreneurs shifted their focus beyond mere
material comfort, toward fulfilling occupation and professional self-
realization facilitated long-term success in entrepreneurship, sustaining and
developing businesses effectively. Moreover, the negative impact of years
of experience on the use of creative strategy in the search for new
opportunities confirms the complexity of the interpretive lens experienced
mumpreneurs might have. This process is heavily influenced by the degree
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of assistance, obstacles, and motivation that a mumpreneur receives,
providing her with encouragement and space to concentrate on growing her
business and focusing on sector-specific opportunities (Newhouse, 2018).
This might be due to the fact that mumpreneurs have attained a satisfying
degree of self-actualization and self-fulfillment, and as a result, they may be
less active and ambitious in terms of future action.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study in Turkey focuses on mothers' involvement in
entrepreneurship. It finds that Turkish mompreneurs' creative and innovative
thinking is strongly influenced by their self-perceived roles as "good"
mothers and "successful" entrepreneurs. Given the close relationship
between entrepreneurship and family, families often serve as sources and
resources for mumpreneurs’ idea development. However, Turkish women
still face economic and social dependence on their families and are
predominantly viewed as caregivers. This societal norm limits women's
career choices and opportunities for further business development.
Therefore, recognizing and supporting women who pursue entrepreneurship
is crucial for fostering a more inclusive business environment in Turkey and
encouraging women to pursue their entrepreneurial goals. In this context,
policymakers play a critical role. Although mumpreneurs face challenges
such as well-known limited social support and interference from family
members (Rodrigues et al., 2022), as well as gender gaps in financial
inclusion and low financial literacy (Antonijevi¢ et al., 2022), the
policymakers can support mumpreneurs by also recognizing the cognitive
aspects of their involvement in entrepreneurial endeavors. First,
governments might create peer support centers where mumpreneurs can
interact to seek guidance and prospective collaborations, establishing a
sense of belonging and supporting mumpreneurs' behaviors attached to the
role. Second, authorities should encourage mumpreneurs to exercise self-
care to maintain their physical, mental, and emotional health while juggling
many duties. This might include developing activities that promote self-
acceptance and self-esteem, thus improving their positive self-perception as
entrepreneurs and mothers. Third, by adopting integrated supporting
programs, policymakers may meet both entrepreneurial and maternal
requirements. These programs may include specifically developed childcare
services customized to mumpreneurs' work schedules and financial aid such
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as tax reductions or daycare discounts based on the number and age of their
children. Finally, the last and most important role of policymakers is giving
much-needed recognition and validation of mumpreneurs’ unique
contribution to the entrepreneurial ecosystem. This can be done by
highlighting their success and achievement, as well as the use of their
creativity in balancing entrepreneurial and maternal roles on a daily basis.

Limitations and Future Research

Our study has a few limitations: data was obtained concurrently, which
may pose a risk to validity, as occurs during cross-sectional survey design
with self-reporting data collection. Furthermore, while the focus of this
study was on employing measures utilized in prior studies, we recognize
that there are additional forms of behavior and identity characteristics that
may be important in the decision-making process for entrepreneurs. Finally,
the applicability of our findings to a large sample size remains a pending
subject matter. Future studies concentrating on the creative search and
action likelihood inside the opportunity nexus, in comparable settings as in
Turkey, may use these findings as a starting point for better understanding
motherhood from cognitive and emotional perspectives.
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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the connection between expanding public-sector
employment and its impact on private-sector job growth. Our focus is on
understanding whether public hiring “crowds in” or “crowds out” private jobs,
and further, if crowding out occurs, whether it leads to “partial crowding out”
(reducing unemployment), “full crowding out” (no change in unemployment), or
“more than full crowding out” (increased unemployment). This paper uses data
from 2006 to 2022 from five Western Balkan (WB) countries: Albania, Bosnia &
Herzegovina (BiH), Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia. The findings show
a strong negative link between public and private sector job growth. Similar to the
unemployment model, the results suggest “full crowding out,” meaning each new
job in the public sector leads to roughly one fewer job in the private sector. This
implies that adding public jobs does not create new jobs overall, but simply shifts
them from one sector to another. Also, traditional gender roles shape labor
markets in the WB, leading to lower labor force participation rates for women
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compared to men and influencing the dynamics between public and private
employment sectors.

KEYWORDS: labor markets, public sector employment, private sector
employment, gender

Introduction

The Western Balkans (WB) region has experienced a unique trajectory
in its labor market dynamics. Following the dissolution of Yugoslavia in the
1990s and the fall of the communist regime in Albania, these nations
underwent significant political and economic transformations, leading to
diverse challenges in their labor markets. The transition from centrally
planned economies to market-oriented systems marked a pivotal period,
with the restructuring process impacting employment patterns and job
availability. Shifts in industries, privatization efforts, and the restructuring
of state enterprises have contributed to the complexities characterizing the
labor markets in the region.

The region is facing a series of internal and external issues, such as
significant outward migration fuelled by high unemployment, low wages,
and limited opportunities. This “brain drain” underscores persisting
socioeconomic hurdles. Notably, public sector employment plays a crucial
role, offering stability and benefits to a large segment of the workforce.
However, its impact extends beyond job creation, influencing private sector
dynamics and overall unemployment rates.

The objective of this paper is to investigate the relationship between
growth in public-sector employment and growth in private-sector
employment. Specifically, we are investigating whether recruitment in the
public sector leads to an increase (“crowding in”) or a decrease (“‘crowding
out”) in private sector employment. If the results show that there is a
crowding out effect, we aim to distinguish if this effect constitutes a “partial
crowding out”, resulting in a reduction in unemployment; or otherwise “full
crowding out”, where unemployment remains unchanged; or “more than full
crowding out”, leading to an increase in unemployment levels.

Based on the context of the WB, particularly in the earlier years of their
transition to market-based economies, the public sector was often
considered one of the most preferred employers. Public sector jobs were
perceived as offering greater job security compared to the private sector
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during times of economic uncertainty and transition. Government jobs were
seen as more prestigious and respectable, especially in fields like education,
healthcare, and civil service, while the lack of development in the private
sector influenced skilled individuals to seek public-sector employment.

The transformation of ownership through privatization, the emergence
and expansion of small businesses, the inflow of foreign direct investment,
the transfer of technology and innovation, shifts in foreign trade patterns,
and regional development have all influenced the demand for skills in
Western Balkan nations (Barlet, 2007). Kovtun et al. (2014) explain that the
ongoing reforms facilitated the growth of the private sector, which
ultimately contributed to lowering unemployment rates, while the influx of
external capital, particularly through greenfield FDIs, played a crucial role
in fostering the emergence of fresh enterprises and even entirely new
economic sectors. This influx also offered opportunities for individuals
previously laid off from declining industries to reintegrate into the
workforce through participation in these new economic endeavors.

Despite the fact that the efficiency of the private sector was increasing
in the WB (Reiter et al., 2020), the average wages in the public sector
appeared to stay higher than those in the private sector, but also the highly
skilled workers were more inclined to work in the public sector and were
more frequently employed there (Vladisavljevi¢ et al., 2017). With this in
mind, the history of private sector development in Eastern European
countries shows that with the rise of private sector productivity, the shift of
higher wages and high-skilled workers will shift to the private sector, as
currently stands in developed countries (Lausev, 2014).

Building on existing research, we aim to explore the potential for
public-sector employment to crowd out private-sector jobs. We want to
contribute to the broader economic literature on transitioning economies,
shedding light on the nuances of labor market shifts during periods of
transition (or prolonged transitions). Lastly, we think that understanding
whether public-sector expansion positively or negatively affects private-
sector employment can guide policies in both private and public-sector
development of labor markets.

Despite variations among individual countries, unemployment remains
a key concern in the WB, particularly among youth and women. The lack of
adequate job opportunities, structural mismatches in skills, and insufficient
integration into global value chains have contributed to elevated
unemployment levels. In general, during this period, there has been a
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notable trend of fluctuation and decline in unemployment rates from the
initial years to the most recent period. Most of the countries have
experienced a decrease in unemployment rates, indicating improvements in
their respective labor markets. Notably, BiH has reduced unemployment
from 31.1% in 2006 to 12.7% in 2022 and North Macedonia from 36.4% in
2026 to 14.4% in 2022 (see Annex Figure 1).

There has also been progress in the reduction of the youth
unemployment rate (see Annex Figure 2). In BiH, the youth unemployment
rate decreased from 62.1% in 2006 to 33.5% in 2022; in North Macedonia,
it decreased from 59.6% in 2006 to 34.9% in 2022; in Montenegro, it
decreased from 46% in 2006 to 28.3 in 2022; in Serbia decreased from 48%
in 2006 to 24.8% in 2022. The youth unemployment rate in Albania peaked
in 2015 at 39.9%, while it decreased to 27.8% in 2022. Notwithstanding the
progress, the youth unemployment rate remains high.

Limited opportunities within the labor market dissuade numerous
young individuals from engaging in workforce participation. Prolonged
exposure to such conditions places these young individuals at a heightened
risk of enduring prolonged disadvantage within the labor market, a
phenomenon known as “labor market scarring”, while this effect can
precipitate significant and enduring consequences over the long term
(Mojsoska-Blazevski et al., 2017).

The WB region experiences significant levels of outward migration,
encompassing various forms such as temporary and permanent migration,
the emigration of highly skilled individuals, commonly referred to as “brain
drain”, and transit migration. Despite progress in improving economic and
social prospects over the past decade, enduring structural obstacles and
socio-economic hardships continue to significantly motivate emigration
from Western Balkan economies. These challenges include high levels of
unemployment, relatively low wages, poor educational outcomes,
inadequate social security, and pervasive corruption, all occurring
simultaneously. Established migration networks, sustained labor needs, and
migration policy initiatives explicitly designed for WB labor migrants have
reduced the obstacles to emigrating to various destination countries (OECD,
2021).

Employment within the public sector has played a substantial role in
the labor market of the WB. Government entities, state-owned enterprises,
and various public institutions have traditionally been prominent employers,
offering job stability and benefits. In 2022, Montenegro had the highest
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public employment rate, at 23.7% of the total labor force, followed by BiH
with 23.3%, Serbia with 22%, North Macedonia with 18.8% and lastly
Albania with 12.6% (see Annex Figure 3). Although there is a slightly
decreasing trend for Albania, North Macedonia and Montenegro, the trend is
rather steady for BiH and Serbia.

Gender Differences in the Labour Market

Traditional gender roles play a significant role in shaping labor market
dynamics in the Western Balkans. These roles are often deeply entrenched
in social norms, cultural beliefs, and historical practices, which can have a
direct impact on women’s participation in the workforce. Looking at the
figures (see Annex Table 5), in 2022, the labor participation rate for women
is lower in all the WB countries. Particularly, in Albania, the participation
rate of women is 52.9% while the participation rate of men is 60.3%; in
BiH, the participation rate of women is 40.3% while the participation rate of
men is 50.2%; in Montenegro, the participation rate of women is 49.2%,
while the participation rate of men is 56.3%; in North Macedonia, the
participation rate of women is 42.2%, while the participation rate of men is
53.0%; and in Serbia, the participation rate of women is 51.3%, while the
participation rate of men is 59.1%. Considering this, the participation rate of
women is, on average, 8.6 percentage points lower in the observed WB
countries.

Looking at the historical data (see Annex Table 5), there was a slight
improvement since 2006. In 2022, compared to 2006, the labor market
participation rate of women in Albania increased by 6.4pp, in BiH by 9.2pp,
in Montenegro by 6.8pp, in North Macedonia it increased by 0.5pp and in
Serbia by 6.7pp. However, the labor force participation rate for men also
increased, sustaining the gender difference, reflecting the ongoing influence
of traditional gender roles and the need for continued efforts to promote
gender equality in the workforce. Support is required to overcome labor
mobility challenges faced by women, including balancing family
responsibilities with work commitments and addressing gender stereotypes
in occupations (Jevti¢ et al., 2023). There is also evidence that an increase in
digital competencies can lead to increased inclusion of women in the labor
market (Lazi¢ et al., 2023).

This difference is, however, less evident when considering the
unemployment rate. Although women generally have a higher
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unemployment rate than men across all countries and throughout the 2006 —
2022 period (see Annex Table 6), differences are small. Also, for the latest
data in 2022, the unemployment rate is lower for women in Albania,
Montenegro, and North Macedonia, while in Serbia the women’s
unemployment rate is 0.5pp higher than men, and in BiH is 4.8pp higher.

Exploring employment in the private sector, gender differences in
employment are still highly evident. The employment rate of women is
below 50%, and close to 40% in all countries, proving a substantial gap in
employment of women in this sector (see Annex Figure 5). More precisely,
the percentage of women employed in the private sector in Albania is 43%,
in BiH 39%, in Montenegro 41%, in North Macedonia 40% and in Serbia
43%.% On the other hand, the public sector is more gender-balanced. The
percentage of women employed in the public sector is 50% in Albania, 42%
in BiH, 51% in Montenegro, 46% in North Macedonia and 53% in Serbia
(see Annex Figure 4).* The further development of tourism in the region has
shown to be a positive factor in empowering women. Gender inequality
within the tourism sector is lower than in other industries, contributing to
the inclusion of women in the labor market and increasing entrepreneurship
(Pavlovi¢ et al.,, 2022). Although there is some slight progress in the
employment of women in both the private and public sectors, it is evident
that the public sector has made more progress in ensuring more equitable
employment than the private sector.

Literature Review

For a long time, the public sector has played a leading role in
employment, not only by being a large employer but also by influencing
wages and overall job availability (Marinakis, 1994). Public sector
employers, unlike their private sector counterparts who aim to maximize
profits, are theorized to make decisions based on two main approaches:
achieving optimal social outcomes or pursuing the goals of individual
politicians (Forni & Giordano, 2003).

In essence, three key factors influence the impact of public-sector
employment on the private sector. Firstly, higher wages in public jobs can

3 Latest ILOSTAT data available for Albania are in 2019, for Montenegro are in 2020, and
for the other countries in 2022.
4 Latest ILOSTAT data available for Albania are in 2019, for Montenegro are in 2020, and
for the other countries in 2022.
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attract workers from private businesses, as both sectors compete for the
same talent pool. Secondly, the effect of increased public employment on
overall jobs depends on how much private and public goods or services
complement each other. Finally, the net change in household income due to
public job creation, combined with how strongly individual households
adjust their spending based on income changes (income effect) and job
availability (substitution effect), can lead to uncertain outcomes in terms of
overall consumption and its impact on different sectors. (Nalban & Smadu,
2021).

Public-sector employment carries significant and enduring implications
for private-sector employment and the overall unemployment rate. More
specifically, the public sector becomes a competitor for labor with the
private sector, and this competition has the potential to heighten the strains
in wage negotiations, leading to an increase in private sector wages, creating
a crowding-out phenomenon that draws workers from the private sector into
the public sector (Caponi, 2017).

In this context, wages play an important role. According to Afonso and
Gomes (2014), public employment and wages impact private employment
and wages as they make unemployment less attractive, either by increasing
the chances of getting a public-sector job or by making public-sector jobs
more attractive while also reducing private-sector employment. This
pressure amounts directly to competition between sectors, resulting in the
private sector increasing wages.

In one of the early empirical works, Maley and Moutos (1996) assessed
the crowding out of private-sector employment by government employment
in Sweden during the period from 1964 to 1990. Their findings suggest that
the growth in government employment led to a complete crowding-out of
private employment in Sweden during this period, suggesting that countries
with a substantial public sector workforce would typically experience lower
labor force participation rates. However, they indicate caution in their
findings, as Sweden's high participation rate was not due to a labor demand-
driven increase in aggregate employment, but rather a labor supply response
by households to achieve an “acceptable” level of disposable income. Such
conclusions and cautions might be valid for high-income countries, while
for developing countries, the situation might be more demand-driven.

In a study by Algan et al. (2002), researchers investigated the
relationship between public sector employment and the functioning of labor
markets using pooled data from 17 OECD for the period from 1960 to 2000.
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Their empirical findings from the employment equation indicated that, on
average, public employment has a strong crowding-out effect on private
employment, while the impact of public employment heavily depends on the
kind of public jobs created, specifically the degree of substitutability with
private production and the size of rents in the public sector. Although Boeri
et al. (2000) analyzed regulation and labor market performance, they also
found evidence of a crowding-out effect of the public sector on the private
sector, but at a lower rate than Algan et al. (2002) show. A partial crowding
out effect is also shown at a local level by Becker et al. (2021), who suggest
that each additional public sector job reduces employment in the industry by
around 0.2 jobs while it creates just over one additional job in other parts of
the private sector. Their paper used the relocation of the German
government from Berlin to Bonn in the wake of the Second World War as a
natural experiment to provide evidence for the effects of public employment
on private-sector employment.

Nalban and Smadu (2021) quantitatively assess the spillover effects
originating from sectoral labor market shocks in an emerging economy
(Romania) using a VAR model. They find that increases in public
employment crowd out private-sector employment and are contractionary,
while increases in public wages lead to muted spillover effects. Conversely,
increases in private employment and wages boost public employment and
speed up the economy.

Methodology and Data

To investigate the presence of crowding out, we conduct analyses for
both the unemployment rate and the rate of private-sector employment. The
model is based on the methodological work of Behar and Mok (2019):

U = BPub; + 6X; + &

PT‘Ut Zﬁpubt+6Xt+€t

Where U is the rate of unemployment, Pub is the rate of public
employment, Prv is the rate of private employment rate, X is the vector of
control variables and € is the residual term. All rates are shown as
percentages of the total workforce. For easiness of interpretation, we will
call the first model the Unemployment Model and the second model the
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Private Employment Model. The control variables include GDP growth,
urbanity, government expenditures, exports and inflation.

For the Unemployment Model, Behar and Mok (2019) explain the
estimation results based on the estimating coefficient of the public
employment variable. Specifically, if the coefficient B approaches -1, there
is no crowding out effect. When [ is more negative than -1, there is
crowding in. A B value between 0 and -1 suggests a partial crowding out. A
B value near 0 suggests complete crowding out.

According to Behar & Mok (2019), in the Private Employment Model,
the coefficient B indicates the impact of public employment on private
sector jobs. A positive 3 signifies that public jobs also create employment in
the private sector, suggesting a “crowding-in” effect. Conversely, a B close
to zero implies no significant impact. Values between -1 and 0 indicate
partial crowding out, meaning some private jobs are lost for each public job
created. A B of -1 suggests full crowding out, where each public job
eliminates one private sector job. Finally, a B lower than -1 implies even
greater crowding out, with more than one private sector job lost for each
public position created.

The empirical analysis draws upon annual data from 2006 to 2022 for 5
Western Balkans countries, including Albania, Bosnia & Hercegovina,
Montenegro, North Macedonia and Serbia. The data for the private
employment rate, public employment rate and unemployment rate are
collected from ILOSTAT, and the national statistics institutes, namely:
Albanian Institute of Statistics (INSTAT); Agency for Statistics of Bosnia
and Hercegovina; Statistical Office of Montenegro (MONSTAT); State
Statistical Office of the Republic of Macedonia; Statistical Office of the
Republic of Serbia. Data for GDP growth, government expenditures,
inflation, urbanity and exports are collected from the World Bank’s World
Development Indicators. A list of variables and their definitions is presented
in Table 1, while Table 2 presents a set of summary statistics.
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Table 1: Definition of variables

Variable Name Definition of variables

Private employment rate ~ Private employment rate as a % of the labor force
Public employment rate Public employment rate as a % of the labor force

Unemployment rate Unemployment rate as a % of the labor force

GDP growth GDP growth (annual percentage)

Government expenditure ~ General government final consumption expenditure (%
of GDP)

Inflation Inflation, consumer prices (annual percentage)

Urbanity Urban population (% of total population)

Exports Exports of goods and services (% of GDP)

Women LFP Women's labor force participation rate

Source: Author’s research

Table 2: Summary statistics

Variable Name N Mean  Std. Dev. Min Max

Private employment rate 85  60.59 8.26 41.69 76.36
Public employment rate 85 19.85 4.96 11.89 28.90
Unemployment rate 85 19.54 6.67 8.68 36.39
GDP growth 85 2.82 3.75 -15.31 13.04
Government expenditure 85 17.45 3.84 10.18 23.46
Inflation 85 3.25 3.62 -1.58 14.20
Urbanity 85  56.35 6.45 4428 68.16
Exports 85  39.18 10.74 22.66 74.89
Women LFP 85 43.33 5.26 31.10 52.90

Source: Author’s calculations

Results and Discussion

We utilized the Im-Pesaran-Shin panel unit-root test as a preliminary
step to assess the stationarity of the variables before proceeding with model
estimation. Test results are shown in Annex Table no. 4. Only the public
employment rate and the GDP growth are stationary at level, while the other
variables are stationary at their difference. To account for non-stationarity,
the model was adjusted by including the non-stationary variables in their
first difference form. For the purpose of the model, the public employment
rate will also be included in the first difference since the interpretation needs
both variables to be either level or first difference.
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We run the equation for both RE and FE models. An examination of
the estimated coefficients revealed discrepancies between the two models.
To address this, we employed the Housman specification test (Annex Figure
6) to statistically assess which model is more appropriate for our purposes.
As the p-value is higher than 0.05 (chi2 = 6.29, p = 0.1788), we consider the
RE model. To assess the presence of autocorrelation in the model's
residuals, we conducted the Wooldridge test (details in Annex Figure 7).
This test specifically examines first-order autocorrelation, which means
errors might be correlated with lagged errors. The test's null hypothesis is
that there is no such correlation. Since the p-value (F = 7.738, p = 0.0497) is
lower than 0.05, we reject the null hypothesis, indicating the presence of
first-order autocorrelation in the model.

We use the Pesaran test (details in Annex Figures 8 and 9) to test for
cross-sectional dependence. The results indicate that the null hypothesis is
rejected for both RE and Fixed FE regressions: (RE Regression: value =
2.002, p = 0.0452); (FE Regression: value = 1.852, p = 0.0640). To address
this issue and obtain reliable coefficient estimates, we employed the
Feasible Generalized Least Squares (FGLS) regression model. This model
takes into account both autocorrelation and cross-sectional dependence,
allowing for a more accurate interpretation of the coefficients obtained from
the FGLS regressions.

Table 3 presents the results of the Unemployment Model. As the
estimator of public employment shows, the impact of the rate of
employment in the public sector on the rate of unemployment is close to
zero. Based on the implications of the model, this suggests a complete
crowding out. However, the estimator is statistically insignificant, so we
cannot fully rely on the unemployment model to present a final conclusion.
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Table 3: Regression of Unemployment Rate on Public Employment Rate

RE FE FGLS
A Public Employment -0.0059 0.0217 0.0172
(0.1063) (0.1059) (0.0697)
GDP Growth -0.2812%** -0.2934#** -0.2126%**
(0.0638) (0.0636) (0.0429)
A Urbanity 1.2937** -0.4618 0.9589%**
(0.5391) (2.2444) (0.4318)
A Government Expenditure 0.0990 0.1368 0.1376
(0.2348) (0.2326) (0.1300)
A Exports 0.1524** 0.1732%** 0.1125%**
(0.0612) (0.0612) (0.0387)
A Inflation -0.0728 -0.0690 -0.0469
(0.0556) (0.0560) (0.0382)
Constant -0.7080** -0.0125 -0.4982*
(0.2938) (0.9173) (0.2711)
Observations 80 80 80
Number of countries 5 5 5
R Squared 0.2761 0.2837

Standard errors in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

Source: Author’s calculations

Further, we use the Private Sector Model to explore the crowding out
effect. In this model, we also include the Women LFP to account for gender
differences that exist because of the lower participation of women in the
labor market. Running both RE and FE estimators, we noticed some
differences between estimates. Given the differences observed in the two
models, we applied the Housman specification test again to determine which
model yields more reliable results. As the p-value is higher than 0.05 (chi2 =
7.16, p=0.1276), we consider the RE model (see Annex Figure 10). We
again employ the Wooldridge test for autocorrelation (see Annex Figure
11). As the p-value is almost 0.05 (F = 6.659, p=0.0613), the test fails to
reject the presence of autocorrelation.

Again, we use the Pesaran test to test for cross-sectional dependence.
The results reject the null hypothesis of no cross-sectional dependence (RE
Regression: value = 4.766, p = 0.0000) (FE Regression: value = 4.7, p =
0.0000), suggesting no presence of cross-sectional independence. Given the
diagnostics, even in this case, we run the FGLS regression model.
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In alignment with existing literature, the coefficients demonstrate a
notably robust negative correlation between the rates of public-sector and
private-sector employment. Consistent also with the findings of the
unemployment model, the value of § of the Public Employment is -1 and
suggests full crowding out. This implies that any increase in public-sector
employment is potentially offset by an equivalent decrease in private-sector
employment. In essence, the creation of public jobs appears to directly
replace or displace jobs in the private sector without leading to a net change
in overall employment levels. Besides the other statistically significant
factors, results show that the women's labor force participation rate is an
important factor in the determination of the crowding-out dynamics. As we
previously outlined, the private sector appeared to be more equitable, and
this result supports that assertion.

Table 4: Regression of Private Employment Rate on Public Employment

Rate
RE FE FGLS
A Public Employment -1.0179%%** -1.0315%** -0.9792%**
(0.1179) (0.1190) (0.0607)
GDP Growth -0.1511 -0.1145 0.2016%**
(0.2470) (0.2505) (0.0320)
A Urbanity -0.9547 -0.1862 -0.7986**
(0.5810) (2.4977) (0.3527)
A Government Expenditure -0.3002 -0.3442 -0.0610
(0.2566) (0.2572) (0.1044)
A Exports -0.0730 -0.0917 -0.1434%***
(0.0626) (0.0635) (0.0281)
A Inflation 0.0905 0.0944 0.0732%*
(0.0626) (0.0635) (0.0285)
A Women LFP 0.3954* 0.3919* 0.2869%**
(0.2230) (0.2250) (0.0547)
Constant 1.0809%*%** 0.7851 0.4035
(0.3096) (1.0048) (0.2526)
Observations 80 80 80
Number of countries 5 5 5
R Squared 0.6047 0.6202

Standard errors in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

Source: Author’s calculations
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Conclusions

The Western Balkans’ labor market dynamics have evolved uniquely,
shaped by historical transitions from centrally planned economies to market-
oriented systems. This transformation, marked by political and economic
shifts, has led to diverse challenges, including high unemployment, limited
opportunities, and significant outward migration. Despite progress in
reducing overall unemployment rates and improving youth employment
figures, structural obstacles persist, driving ongoing emigration and “brain
drain”. It is important to notice that still traditional gender roles significantly
shape labor market dynamics in the WB, leading to lower labor participation
rates for women compared to men. Public sector employment has
historically provided stability and benefits, attracted a significant portion of
the workforce and recently developed as a more gender-balanced employer.
However, this preference has implications for private sector growth and
employment dynamics.

During the transition, public sector employment has played a crucial
role in providing stability and benefits in the region and is still considered
the main employer. The paper seeks to understand whether public-sector
employment leads to an increase (“crowding in”) or a decrease (“crowding
out”) in private-sector employment. The results indicate a full crowding-out
effect: in our sample of Western Balkans countries, public sector hiring
typically doesn't reduce unemployment as it often leads to an equivalent
reduction in private sector jobs. The finding is in line with the early
literature, in terms of the scale of the crowding out, while also in line with
recent literature on the existence of a crowding out effect. This finding
suggests a complex interplay between the two sectors, with public
employment potentially acting as a substitute for private sector
opportunities.

The implications of this crowding-out effect are significant and warrant
careful consideration in the formulation of labor market policies.
Policymakers must navigate the delicate balance between fostering a stable
and robust public sector and ensuring a thriving private sector that
contributes to economic growth. The potential substitution effect between
public and private employment implies that strategies focusing solely on
expanding one sector may inadvertently impact the other. Therefore, a
holistic and integrated approach to labor market policies is essential to
create an environment where both public and private sectors can grow.
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In recent years, there has been a notable upswing in private-sector
employment, a trend propelled by the evolving dynamics of outsourcing in
the post-pandemic landscape. This transformation has rendered positions in
the private sector increasingly lucrative for employees. Conversely, the
public sector is grappling with challenges in attracting and retaining highly
skilled individuals. Within this context, the government, particularly in
Albania, is actively implementing strategies to retain its workforce,
primarily through incremental salary increases. Similar initiatives are being
devised across the Western Balkan region.

Our findings underscore the necessity of augmenting such salary-
centric policies with broader measures that actively bolster private-sector
employment. While efforts to enhance public sector competitiveness are
crucial, an exclusive focus on this front may inadvertently lead to zero-sum
competition for employment opportunities within the country. In essence,
the net benefit on overall employment levels for the nation may remain
elusive if there isn't a parallel emphasis on supporting and stimulating
private sector growth.
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Appendix

Figure 1: Unemployment Rate in the WB Countries (2006 — 2022)
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Figure 2: Youth Unemployment Rate in the WB Countries (2006 — 2022)
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Figure 3: Public Employment Rate as Percentage of Labor Force — WB
Countries
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Figure 4: Percentage of Women Employees in the Public Sector
(2006 — 2022)*
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*Data for Albania were not available disaggregated by gender for the year 2006, and years
2020 - 2022.

*Data for Montenegro were not available disaggregated by gender for years 2006 - 2010,
and years 2021 — 2022.

*Data for Serbia were not available disaggregated by gender for the year 2006
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Figure 5: Percentage of Women Employees in the Private Sector
(2006 — 2022)
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*Data for Albania were not available disaggregated by gender for the year 2006, and years

2020 -

2022.

*Data for Montenegro were not available disaggregated by gender for years 2006 - 2010,

and years 2021 — 2022.

*Data for Serbia were not available disaggregated by gender for the year 2006

Table 5: Labor force participation rate, disaggregated by gender

(2006 — 2022)

ALB BIH MNE MKD SRB

W M W M W M W M W M
2006 46.5 554 311 434 423 49.0 416 534 446 534
2007 46.0 543 31.1 440 423 488 429 545 452 535
2008 454 532 324 450 422 487 426 550 447 528
2009 458 55.0 329 449 422 488 426 552 43.0 51.0
2010 46.7 552 340 457 422 488 412 538 41.6 49.7
2011 525 599 340 453 422 487 434 552 415 498
2012 48.8 57.0 34.1 457 43.6 500 429 550 418 503
2013 437 524 340 453 438 50.1 442 556 429 513
2014 438 534 355 463 463 527 438 557 43.6 519
2015 47.0 555 354 463 477 537 434 554 433 51.6
2016  49.8 573 348 462 477 545 425 551 453 534
2017 496 58.1 354 462 47.6 547 428 552 462 541
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ALB BIH MNE MKD SRB
W M W M W M W M W M
2018 513 593 349 460 482 56.0 424 548 465 54.6
2019 528 603 369 470 50.0 574 447 553 469 548
2020 50.1 574 360 468 46,5 534 437 545 465 543
2021 51.8 58.7 396 499 478 545 429 541 499 58.0
2022 529 603 403 502 492 563 422 530 513 59.1

Source: ILOSTAT (2024)

Table 6. Unemployment as a percentage of labor force, disaggregated by

gender (2006 -2022)

ALB BIH MNE MKD SRB
W M W M W M W M W M
2006 16.1 153 348 289 282 221 374 357 247 179
2007 164 156 329 267 209 181 36.0 347 210 157
2008 13.7 125 268 214 183 162 344 336 159 119
2009 157 122 256 231 204 180 328 32.0 178 148
2010 159 128 299 257 207 188 33.6 329 202 184
2011 137 133 299 261 201 195 309 319 237 224
2012 11.5 148 306 264 204 193 30.7 31.6 250 233
2013 134 177 290 265 189 20.1 293 29.1 238 20.8
2014 15,5 199 31.1 252 182 179 29.1 279 204 183
2015 171 172 30.7 258 173 17.8 254 27.1 187 16.8
2016 145 16.1 300 225 17.1 183 232 250 16.1 14.6
2017 125 145 231 189 169 154 224 231 143 128
2018 119 126 203 172 151 152 20.6 21.6 137 12.0
2019 11.3 116 188 13.6 157 147 18,6 16.6 11.1 9.8
2020 125 131 186 141 184 175 162 16.8 94 8.7
2021 123 128 181 127 158 171 147 165 11.0 9.3
2022 11.5 11.8 155 10.7 147 157 125 15.7 9.0 8.4

Source: ILOSTAT (2024)
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Table 7: Im, Pesaran and Shin Test
Level Difference

Private employment rate -0.3173 -4.1779%%*
Public employment rate -2.6085* -4.5526%*
Unemployment rate -2.5376 -3.3074%**
GDP growth -4.2259%%* -6.6982**
Government expenditure -1.5048 -3.5352%*
Inflation -1.7528 -3.2835%%*
Urbanity -2.1625 -3.7643%*
Exports -0.9908 -3.6705%*
Women LFP -1.0004 -4.2988**

Source: Author’s Calculations
** p<0.01, * p<0.05

Figure 6. Housman Specification Test (Regression of Unemployment Rate
on Public Employment Rate) — Stata Output

Coefficients
(b) (B) (b-B) sqgrt (diag (V_b-V_B))
FE RE Difference S.E.
D.pub .0216607 -.0058934 .027554 .0176655
growth -.2934393 -.2811908 -.0122485 .0106268
D.urb -.4617883 1.293719 -1.755507 2.217947
D.gov .136792 .0990481 .0377438 .0289731
D.exp .1732428 .1524164 .0208264 .0113398
D.infl -.0689673 -.0727907 .0038235 .0122664
b = consistent under Ho and Ha; obtained from xtreg
B = inconsistent under Ha, efficient under Ho; obtained from xtreg
Test: Ho: difference in coefficients not systematic
chi2 (4) = (b-B)'[(V_b-V B)"(-1)] (b-B)
= 6.29
Prob>chi2 = 0.1788

(V_b-V_B is not positive definite)

Source: Author’s Calculations
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Figure 7: Wooldridge Test for Autocorrelation (Regression of
Unemployment Rate on Public Employment Rate) — Stata Output

Linear regression Number of obs = 75
F( 4,  4) =
Prob > F = .
R-squared = 0.3020
Root MSE = 1.7971
(Std. Err. adjusted for 5 clusters in country)
Robust
D.d_unemp Coef. Std. Err. t P>t [95% Conf. Intervall]
d_pub
D1. .0682383 .0380014 1.80 0.147 -.0372706 .1737472
growth
D1. -.2444868 .0728631 -3.36 0.028 -.4467871 -.0421865
d_urb
D1. 11.79725 14.93567 0.79 0.474 -29.67082 53.26531
d_gov
D1. -.0038123 .1520821 -0.03 0.981 -.4260598 .4184352
d_exp
D1. .1318823 .0772616 1.71 0.163 -.0826303 .3463949
d_infl
D1. -.0886429 .0462578 -1.92 0.128 -.217075 .0397892

Wooldridge test for autocorrelation in panel data

HO: no first order autocorrelation

F( 1,

4) =

Prob > F =

7.738
0.0497

Source: Author’s Calculations

Figure 8: Pesaran’s Test of Cross-Sectional Independence (RE Regression

of Unemployment Rate on Public Employment Rate) — Stata Output

Pesaran's test of cross sectional independence

Average absolute value of the off-diagonal elements =

Source: Author’s Calculations

2.002, Pr = 0.0452

0.189
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Figure 9: Pesaran’s Test of Cross-Sectional Independence (FE Regression
of Unemployment Rate on Public Employment Rate) — Stata Output

Pesaran's test of cross sectional independence = 1.852, Pr = 0.0640

Average absolute value of the off-diagonal elements = 0.186

Source: Author’s Calculations

Figure 10: Housman Specification Test (Regression of Private Employment
Rate on Public Employment Rate) — Stata Output

Coefficients
(b) (B) (b-B) sqrt (diag (V_b-V_B))
FE 1 RE 1 Difference S.E.
D.pub -.9823757 -.9590549 -.0233207 .0177605
growth .2747178 .2629942 .0117236 .0096143
D.urb .8470333 -1.322849 2.169883 2.195272
D.gov -.1328501 -.0895434 -.0433067 .0282949
D.exp -.1918629 -.1662383 -.0256246 .0125032
D.infl .0793677 .0830482 -.0036805 .0118881
D.wlfp .2238472 .196994 .0268532 .0216466
b = consistent under Ho and Ha; obtained from xtreg
B = inconsistent under Ha, efficient under Ho; obtained from xtreg
Test: Ho: difference in coefficients not systematic
chi2 (4) = (b-B)'[(V_b-V B)"(-1)]1 (b-B)
= 7.16
Prob>chi2 = 0.1276

Source: Author’s Calculations
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Figure 11: Wooldridge Test for Autocorrelation (Regression of Private

Employment Rate on Public Employment Rate) — Stata Output

Linear regression

Number of obs
F( 4, __4)
Prob > F
R-squared
Root MSE

= 75

= 0.8034
= 1.7739

(Std. Err. adjusted for 5 clusters in country)
Robust
D.d priv Coef. Std. Err. t P>t [95% Conf. Interval]
d_pub
D1. -1.031093 .0624897 -16.50 0.000 -1.204592 -.8575934
growth
D1. .227145 .0744205 3.05 0.038 .0205205 .4337695
d_urb
D1. -11.15793 15.5721 -0.72 0.513 -54.39301 32.07715
d_gov
D1. .0108274 .1438809 0.08 0.944 -.38865 .4103049
d_exp
D1. -.1409408 .0800317 -1.76 0.153 -.3631444 .0812629
d_infl
D1. .1009685 .0394234 2.56 0.063 -.0084885 .2104255
d wlfp
D1. .1537179 .1515894 1.01 0.368 -.2671616 .5745975

Wooldridge test for autocorrelation in panel data

HO: no first order autocorrelation

F( 1, 4) =
Prob > F =

6.659
0.0613

Source: Author’s Calculations

Figure 12: Pesaran’s Test of Cross-Sectional Independence (RE Regression
of Private Employment Rate on Public Employment Rate) — Stata Output

Pesaran's test of cross sectional independence = 4.766, Pr = 0.0000

Average absolute value of the off-diagonal elements = 0.384

Source: Author’s Calculations
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Figure 13: Pesaran’s Test of Cross-Sectional Independence (FE Regression
of Private Employment Rate on Public Employment Rate) — Stata Output

Pesaran's test of cross sectional independence = 4.700,

Pr = 0.0000

Average absolute value of the off-diagonal elements = 0.373

Source: Author’s Calculations
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ABSTRACT

The current study has several inconsistencies in the research findings
regarding the association between structural and psychological empowerment and
business success or performance. In addition, there is a gap phenomenon that
occurs in Indonesia: although women's economic power is growing, their
contribution to GDP is still relatively small, and their level of business innovation
is low. By including the mediating variable of innovative behavior, this study seeks
to close the research gap regarding the impact of psychological and structural
empowerment on business success. 96 women entrepreneurs in Semarang City,
Indonesia were the sample of this study. The data collection method is done by
distributing questionnaires via Google Forms. Structural Equation Modeling
(SEM) with the WrapPLS 8.0 software was the analysis technique employed. The
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findings demonstrated that innovative behavior and entrepreneurial success were
significantly enhanced by psychological and structural empowerment.
Additionally, there is a strong positive correlation between innovative behavior
and entrepreneurial success. Innovative behavior may operate as a mediating
variable in the relationship between structural empowerment and entrepreneurial
success. However, regarding psychological empowerment in entreprencurial
success, innovative behavior fails to be a mediating variable.

KEYWORDS: empowerment, innovative behavior, women's entrepreneurial
success

Introduction

The development of women entrepreneurs is aligned with the
government's target of creating new entrepreneurs. In Indonesia, the
economic power of women is increasingly growing, more than 60% of
MSME:s are run by women (BPS-Statistics Indonesia, 2021). Even with the
large percentage of female participation, women's economic contribution in
Indonesia is still considered low. In 2021, women's income contribution
was only 37.22%, a decrease of 0.04% from the previous year which
amounted to 37.26% (Sulisto et al., 2023; Zahra Wicaksana & Rahmawati,
2023). This figure decreased further in 2022 to 37.17% (BPS - Statistics
Indonesia, 2024).

Table 1: Women's Income Contribution in Indonesia (2014 —2021)

Year Women’s Income Contribution (%)
2018 36.70
2019 37.10
2020 37.26
2021 37.22
2022 37.17

Source: (BPS - Statistics Indonesia, 2024)

Women-owned businesses often face greater challenges than those
owned by men (Hazudin et al., 2023). The empowerment program is one of
the efforts carried out by the government to assist women entrepreneurs in
facing the challenges of conducting business. The world's economic
empowerment is now centered on women. Empowerment and women's
entrepreneurship are two things that cannot be separated and are closely
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related to each other (Sugiyanto et al., 2021; Sugiyanto & Wijayanti, 2023).
One effective strategy for empowering women is women's entrepreneurship
(Sharma et al., 2023).

Despite the large percentage of women's participation in MSMEs,
women entrepreneurs still have a lower economic contribution compared to
men. Gender equality can be achieved, and Indonesia can produce many
successful women entrepreneurs who contribute to economic progress if the
enormous potential of women entrepreneurs is accompanied by optimal
empowerment. The goal of encouraging women to enter the workforce is to
improve the economy at every level, from the individual and family to the
state. The effect of empowerment, particularly psychological and structural
empowerment on business performance or success has been the subject of
several prior studies.

The issue that arises with this study is that there are still inconsistent
research findings about how psychological and structural empowerment
affect the success or performance of businesses. Some researchers state that
psychological empowerment and structural empowerment are unable to
influence or partially affect business success (Dewettinck & Buyens, 2014;
Garcia-Granero et al., 2018; Li et al., 2013; Mahama & Cheng, 2013; Olcer
& Florescu, 2015). On the other hand, some studies also state that
psychological and structural empowerment affect business performance
(Asif et al., 2019; Chiang & Hsieh, 2012; Demissie & Degago, 2014; Leigh,
2014; Narzary & Palo, 2020; Tuuli & Rowlinson, 2009; Wallace et al.,
2011).

Since evidence is needed for decision-making, inconsistent research
findings on the variables under study will be a stimulus for further
investigation and exploration in this study. The inconsistencies in the
research results may be due to the presence of other variables that moderate
the relationship between empowerment and business success. This study
employs novel behavior variables in an attempt to fill the research gap. The
idea behind this variable is that empowerment allows a person's potential for
innovative behavior to emerge. Innovative behavior is a source for the
sustainability and development of an organization or business, so
empowerment programs need to be developed to shape innovative behavior
to support business success. On the other hand, the phenomenon indicates
once more that women innovate at a rate of about 6% less than men do
globally (Elam et al., 2018) or in other words, women are less innovative
than men (Women's innovation rate is 12.6% compared to men's 18.7%).
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Globally, women are said to be less innovative than men, with
differences ranging between 2% and 7%. No nation, regardless of income
level, has higher rates of innovation among women compared to men (Elam
et al., 2018). Data from the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor indicates that
no more than 2.5 percent of innovations in Indonesia are provided by female
entrepreneurs (Elam et al., 2018). It indicates that although women make up
a large number of MSMEs, their level of creativity and innovation is still
below that of men. This strongly underpins the importance of innovative
behavior in supporting women's business success. Entrepreneurial success
depends on efficient management, meeting customer expectations, product
development, and innovation (Taskin et al., 2023). Taskin's statement also
shows the importance of innovation in achieving business success. For this
reason, the problem in this study aligns with the research gap, focusing on
the phenomenon where the growing economic power of women contrasts
with their still relatively small contribution to GDP and the low level of
women's business innovation.

This research generally aims to close the research gap by including
innovative behavior mediation variables. The practical contribution of the
research results will also be useful for business managers, especially women
entrepreneurs and the government to develop empowerment programs in
supporting women's business success.

Literature Review and Hypothesis Development

A set of cognitive experiences that show up as a sense of purpose,
ability, influence, and self-determination is known as psychological
empowerment (Al-Bsheish et al., 2019; Tuuli & Rowlinson, 2009). The
congruence of an individual's values with those of a task, job, unit, or
organization is known as meaning (Ochoa Pacheco & Coello-Montecel,
2023). One way to understand meaning is as someone's dedication or
commitment to their work (Lim et al., 2022). The conviction that one can
carry out tasks at work successfully and skilfully is known as competence
(Echebiri et al., 2020). The idea that one is free to decide how to carry out
work tasks is known as self-determination (Mathew & Nair, 2022). Impact
measures a person's ability to have an impact on operational, administrative,
and strategic decisions made by the company or at work (Juyumaya, 2022).
The aforementioned four cognitive processes signify an engaged approach
to one's professional role, wherein the person is ready and able to mold their
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role and work environment (Sugiyanto et al., 2021). While the absence of
any one component won't completely eradicate feelings of empowerment, it
may lower perceived empowerment overall (Spreitzer, 1995). According to
empowerment theory, a person with greater empowerment can complete
tasks more quickly than a person with less empowerment (Al-Bsheish et al.,
2019).

Power is the ability to obtain knowledge, organize resources, and gain
support to accomplish professional objectives (Kanter, 1977). A person who
is structurally empowered will possess six strengths: formal and informal
power, opportunity, resources, access to information, and the support
needed to accomplish goals (Dan et al., 2018; Kanter, 1977). When
someone has access to information, they can increase their productivity at
work by learning professional knowledge and skills (Asif et al., 2019). The
ability to obtain time, money, materials, and supplies to accomplish work
goals is referred to as one's resource (Al-Hammouri et al., 2021).
Opportunity is the capacity to develop, grow, advance, and pick up new
abilities to take on difficult tasks (Al-Hammouri et al., 2021). Support is the
assistance that leaders, subordinates, and coworkers provide to accomplish
objectives (Monje Amor et al., 2021). A person with formal power holds a
position within the organization (Dan et al., 2018). Peers, networks,
coworkers, and alliances that help achieve objectives provide informal
power (Fragkos et al.,, 2020). The theory of structural power in
organizations, developed by Kanter, is where the idea of structural
empowerment originated. According to the theory, employees' work
activities will rise in an empowered work environment. With an empowered
environment, workers will be more satisfied and more successful in
completing work (Yang et al., 2013). Prior research has demonstrated a
positive relationship between structural empowerment and commitment, job
performance, and job satisfaction.

Another approach to understanding innovative behavior is as a
cognitive and motivational process (Janssen, 2005) of an individual or group
of people, expressed in specific activities. Innovative behavior is
characterized by an individual's capacity to generate and pursue novel
concepts, as well as their endeavors to gain support for their performance
(M. Singh & Sarkar, 2012; S. K. Singh & Singh, 2019). Idea generation,
collaboration, idea realization, and idea transfer or diffusion—at the
individual or group level—are all necessary for innovation. Innovative
behavior is not only the ability to create and capture new value but also the
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ability to apply new methods in business practices, organizations as well as
in external relationships to cope with change (Akgiin et al., 2014).
Organizations or individuals that cannot innovate will need more time and
resources to learn the market. An organization or business can survive and
grow through innovative behavior. The goal of innovative behavior is to
initiate and implement novel and practical concepts, methods, products, or
processes. Therefore, it is possible to view the concept of innovative
behavior as multifaceted, providing a general term that encompasses all
possible actions that an individual may take to further the process of
innovation.

One definition of "success" is an undertaking that is profitable or
prosperous. It indicates that one person's definition of profitable may differ
from another's. Prosperity indicators will differ depending on the domain,
metrics, and perspective. Because of this, achieving any kind of success can
be assessed both subjectively and objectively (Fisher et al., 2014). The
success of a business venture or activity is referred to as entrepreneurial
success. Having wealth is often a sign of success (Fisher et al., 2014;
Mullens, 2013), however, additional study reveals that a lot of business
owners don't always view accumulating wealth as a sign of success (Alstete,
2008). Perceptions of success are also impacted by gender differences.
Women define success internally, such as whether they accomplished their
goals, while men define success externally, such as receiving recognition or
status for accomplishments (Fisher et al., 2014). Several metrics are used to
assess the success of entrepreneurs, such as goal attainment, financial
performance, lifestyle success, and business expansion (De Jong & Den
Hartog, 2007; Fisher et al., 2014). The identification of opportunities, the
development of business concepts, the acquisition of resources, and the
maintenance and expansion of the venture are additional aspects of
entrepreneurial success (Henao-Zapata & Peiro, 2018).

Based on the literature review, the five hypotheses developed in this
study include:

Hypothesis 1: ~ Psychological Empowerment affects Innovative
Behavior

Hypothesis 2:  Structural Empowerment Affects Innovative Behavior

Hypothesis 3: ~ Psychological empowerment Affects Entrepreneurial
Success
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Hypothesis 4:  Structural Empowerment Affects Entrepreneurial
Success

Hypothesis 5:  Innovative behavior Affects Entrepreneurial Success

The research framework of the five hypotheses can be seen in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Empirical Model

Psychological
Empowerment

Inovative
Behaviour

Entrepreneurial
Success

Structural
Empowerment

Source: Authors' research

Research Methodology

This explanatory quantitative research aims to explain the relationship
between variables in the research hypothesis. It focuses on explaining the
efforts to build women's business success through empowerment and
innovative behavior. Furthermore, the research data is primary data obtained
through questionnaires, while the indicators of the research variables are
based on previous research.

Population and Samples

The population in this study were all female entrepreneurs in Semarang
City Indonesia. Sampling was conducted using a purposive technique with
the following criteria 1) Women entrepreneurs in Semarang City who have
been operating their businesses for more than three years. By operating a
business for more than three years, these entrepreneurs have likely
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experienced the benefits of both psychological and structural empowerment,
In addition, after more than three years of business journey, someone has
also experienced the rise and fall of business life. 2) Women entrepreneurs
who are members of specific associations that support business activities.
By joining certain associations, such as the Indonesian Women
Entrepreneurs Association, the Womenpreneur Community, and the
Indonesian Chamber of Commerce, one has many opportunities to receive
empowerment programs, both structurally and psychologically. These
empowerment programs include access to information, support in
developing skills and expertise, networking, cooperation opportunities, etc.
Someone who meets these criteria is considered relevant to completing the
questionnaire.

Data Collection and Participants

The data collection period was held from June to August 2023. The
respondents filled out the questionnaire via Google form with a response
rate of 80%. A total of 130 questionnaires were distributed and 104 answers
were collected. Out of the 104 responses, only 96 could be used, as the
remaining did not meet the requirements for data processing. The majority
of female entrepreneurs who responded were, on average, 43 years old with
an average length of business tenure of 5 years. Their businesses are
primarily in the culinary sector (63%), followed by crafts (31%), fashion
(3%) and agriculture (3%). 30% of the women entrepreneurs are the main
breadwinners in the family and 70% are entrepreneurs to help their
husbands. The respondents' education level consists of junior high school
(3%), high school (41%), diploma (13%), and bachelor's degree (43%).

Measurement

Psychological empowerment has four dimensions: competence, self-
determination, meaning, and impact, encompassing a total of 12 indicators
(Spreitzer, 1995). Structural empowerment is measured using Zhen He's
2019 framework (He et al., 2019), which consists of 4 dimensions and 11
indicators. Innovative behavior was measured using the Innovative Behavior
questionnaire from Onne Janssen (Janssen, 2005), which consists of 9 items.
Entrepreneurial Success was measured using 12 indicators from Chiayu Tu
in 2014 (Tu et al.,, 2014). A five-point Likert scale, with 1 denoting
"strongly disagree" and 5 denoting "strongly agree," was used to rate each
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item. All statements in the indicator can be seen in the appendix of this

paper.

Analysis Procedure

Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was employed in the variable data
analysis procedure with the WrapPLS software. Procedures for SEM testing

arc:

1.

Measurement Model (outer model): This model examines the
relationship (loading value) between indicators and constructs
(latent variables). Purpose: to determine the validity and reliability
of indicators used to measure latent variables, and to assess
whether the indicators used can measure the constructs of
Psychological =~ Empowerment,  Structural =~ Empowerment,
Innovative Behavior, and Entrepreneurial Success.

Structural Model (inner model): The Structural Model assesses the
relationship between independent (exogenous) and dependent
(endogenous) constructs. Purpose: to test the significance of
parameters previously formulated in hypotheses or to answer
questions, such as:

a) How does Psychological Empowerment affect Innovative

Behavior?

b) How does Structural Empowerment influence Innovative
Behavior?

¢) How does Psychological Empowerment affect Entrepreneurial

Success?

d) How does Structural Empowerment affect Entrepreneurial
Success?

e) How does Innovative Behavior influence Entrepreneurial
Success?

SEM using the WraPLS program in this study includes three steps:
making a path diagram, testing the outer model, and testing the inner model.
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Result and Discussion
Model Fit Test Results

Ten measures of Good of Fit (GoF) can be used with WrapPLS 8.0 to
assess the model's overall fit. It is clear from the overall results that the
model fits the data properly. Table 2 displays the fit model test results for
this investigation.

Table 2: Model Fit Testing Results

Criteria Value Rule of Thumb Description
APC 0,305,P<0.001 P-Value<0,05 Accepted
ARS 0,394, P<0.001 P-Value <0,05 Accepted
AARS 0,377,P<0.001 P-Value<0,05 Accepted
AVIF 1,328 <5 Accepted
AFVIF 1,517 <5 Accepted
GoF 0,438 >0,36 Medium Predictive
Power
SPR 1,000 >0,7 ideally 1 Ideal
RSCR 1,000 > 0,7 ideally 1 Ideal
SSR 1,000 >0,7 Accepted
NLBCDR 1,000 >0,7 Accepted

Source: Authors' research
Inner Model Test Results

Indicators that form latent constructs are evaluated for validity and
reliability using an outer model, or measurement model (Ghozali & Latan,
2014). Composite reliability and loading factor are the measurement tools to
assess reliability. The Average Variance Extracted (AVE) is the metric used
to assess validity. The loading factor value for each indicator is displayed in
Table 3. The loading value satisfies the requirements for indicator
reliability. A loading factor value between 0.4 and 0.5 is considered
adequate, and above 0.7 is deemed good (Ghozali & Latan, 2014). A few
indicators were eliminated from the model because they did not meet the
indicator reliability threshold (<0.4). Psychological empowerment (PE 11
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and 12) and Entrepreneurial Success (ES1, ES3, and ES4) are among these
signs.

Table 3: Indicators and Loading Factors

Psychological Structural Entrepreneur Innovative
Empowerment Empowerment Success Behaviour

PE1 0.475 SE1 0.770 ES2 0.490 IB1 0.619
PE2 0.550 SE2 0.823 ES5 0.604 B2 0.703
PE3 0.536 SE3 0.686 ES6 0.702 IB3 0.636
PE4 0.624 SE4 0.777 ES7 0.875 1B4 0.772
PE5 0.729 SES 0.779 ES8 0.816 IB5 0.705
PE6 0.760 SE6 0.847 ES9 0.816 IB6 0.725
PE7 0.724 SE7 0.878 ES10 0.742 IB7 0.737
PE8 0.593 SE8 0.821 ES11 0.576 IB8 0.599
PE9 0.637 SE9 0.814 ES12 0.652 1B9 0.541
PE10 0.617 SE10 0.609

SE11 0.479

Source: Authors' research

Table 4: Latent Variable Coefficient

PE SE ES 1B
R-squared 0.350 0.437
Adj. R-squared 0.329 0.425
Composite reliab 0.869 0.937 0.900 0.881
Cronbach’s alpha 0.832 0.924 0.872 0.848
Avg.var.extrac 0.404 0.580 0.507 0.455
Full collin.VIF 1.385 1.620 1.395 1.669
()-squared 0.347 0.420

Source: Authors' research

The latent variable coefficient demonstrates that all variable composite
reliability values and Cronbach alpha values are above 0.7, indicating that
internal consistency reliability has been fulfilled (refer to Table 4).
Convergent validity is met for structural empowerment and entrepreneur
success variables (> 0.5), but not for psychological empowerment and
innovative behavior variables. There are no issues with vertical or lateral
collinearity in the model because each variable's full collinearity VIF value
is very good, all being at <3.3. Each dependent or endogenous variable's
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resulting Q-squared value is greater than > 0, indicating the predictive
relevance of the model.

Table 5: View Correlation Among Latent Variables with Square Roots of

AVE
PE SE ES IB
PE (0.636) 0.462 0.394 0.395
SE 0.462 (0.761) 0.375 0.557
ES 0.394 0.375 (0.712) 0.479
IB 0.395 0.557 0.479 (0.675)

Source: Authors' research

Table 5 displays the high discriminant validity of the three latent
variables when viewing the Correlation Among Latent Variables with
Square Roots of AVE. There is good discriminant validity for the latent
variables because the square root value of AVE is greater than the
correlation between the variables.

Outer Model Test Result

The results of hypothesis testing were examined through the structural
model test. With a significance level of p<0.01 and a regression coefficient,
hypotheses H1, H2, H4, and HS5 were accepted. With a significance level of
p<0.05 and a regression coefficient of f=0.22, H3 was accepted.

With a coefficient of determination (R? Square) of 0.44 for innovative
behavior, 44% of the variation in the variable can be explained by structural
and psychological empowerment. The remaining 56% was explained by
factors not included in the study. In addition, the R?> Squared for
entrepreneurial success 1is 0.35, indicating that innovative behavior,
structural empowerment, and psychological empowerment account for 35%
of the variance in the entrepreneurial success variable. Other factors not
included in the research account for the remaining 65%.

The indirect effect model in this study indirectly affects Psychological
Empowerment and Structural Empowerment on Entrepreneurial Success
through innovative behavior. Table 6 shows that Innovative Behavior can
act as a mediator in the relationship between structural empowerment and
entrepreneurial success. The results of the indirect effect output for
Innovative Behavior are significant, with a value of 0.028 (<0.05).
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However, in the mediating effect of psychological empowerment on
entrepreneurial success, Innovative Behavior fails to be a mediating
variable.

Figure 2: Hypothesis Testing

Source: Authors' research

Table 6. P values for sums of indirect effects

PE SE ES IB
PE
SE
ES 0.099 0.028
1B

Source: Authors' research

Discussion

This study provides evidence that psychological and structural
empowerment can benefit women entrepreneurs in Indonesia by shaping
innovative behavior. The results show that Hl and H2 are supported and
confirm previous research. Previous research states that psychologically
empowered entrepreneurs will exhibit innovative work behavior, as they
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find value in their job roles, and have the competence and confidence to
create innovations (Kustanto et al., 2020; M. Singh & Sarkar, 2019).
Furthermore, previous research in line with the results of this study also
states that structural empowerment will stimulate, facilitate, and increase
innovative behavior; for example, the availability of resources, information,
and networking both formal and informal is needed to facilitate the
development of new ideas and their execution (Echebiri et al., 2020;
Knezovi¢ & Drki¢, 2021; M. Singh & Sarkar, 2019).

Women's entrepreneurial success in Indonesia is influenced by
psychological empowerment, structural empowerment, and innovative
behavior. The results show that H3, H4, and H5 are supported and
confirmed by prior research. Previous research that is in line with these
results, reveals that it is easier for psychologically empowered people to
achieve success due to persistence, commitment, confidence, and
competence (Chiang & Hsieh, 2012; Wallace et al., 2011; Yazdanshenas &
Mirzaei, 2023). Other previous research has also stated that structural
empowerment can increase business success, by providing easy access to
information, resources, training support, networking, etc (Dan et al., 2018;
Kretzschmer et al.,, 2017). Therefore, the implication is that women's
empowerment programs, such as training and skills development,
strengthening women's business management, opening digital access and
networking, providing soft loans, access to credit, and access to information
need to be continuously developed. In addition, this study confirms previous
studies which state that innovative behavior is one of the factors that greatly
influence business success (Micheels & Gow, 2015; Rauch & Hatak, 2016;
Rosenbusch et al., 2011; Sidharta et al., 2017; Tu et al., 2014; Vij & Bedi,
2016; Yildiz et al., 2014; Zeng et al., 2015).

Conclusion

Theoretically, this study proves that psychological and structural
empowerment can encourage innovative behavior and business success. The
results of this study provide several practical implications for organizations,
governments, and individuals. At the organizational level and government,
the results of this study can serve as a starting point for empowerment
policies, plans, and programs that can build the innovative behavior of its
members. Programs designed to build structures that facilitate access to
information, opportunities, resources, and support for women entrepreneurs
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are necessary to achieve their business goals. In addition, businesses need
individuals who have the desire and ability to introduce innovative new
ideas. Implementation of an idea is a critical phase of innovative behavior
and it is impossible to implement creative ideas without social support and
acceptance. Such support and social acceptance can be obtained through
empowerment programs. Although this study makes a significant
contribution, it also has limitations. We only collected data from one city in
one developing country, Semarang, Indonesia. Therefore, we recommend
applying the same model in other developing countries. In addition, a
qualitative study should be conducted to uncover the drivers and barriers to
women's entrepreneurial success. Similarly, the addition of variables related
to patriarchal culture in developing countries and glass ceilings should be
considered.
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Appendix

Psychological Empowerment

Item Statements

Meaning

PE1 The work I do is very important to me

PE2 My life values are very much in line with my work activities

PE3 The work I do is meaningful to me

Competence

PE4 I am confident in my ability to work

PES I am very confident in my ability to perform work activities

PE6 I master the skills required for work

Self-Determination

PE7 I have autonomy in deciding what to do in my job

PES I can make my own decisions about how to do my work

PE9 I have a great opportunity to be independent and free in
determining how to work

Impact

PE10 I have a big impact on what happens in my organization

PEI11 I have a great deal of control over what happens in my
organization

PE12 I have significant influence over what happens in my
organization

Structural Empowerment

Item Statements

Opportunity

SE1 The Business Association/Organization I belong to provides
challenging work opportunities for self-development opportunities

SE2 The business association/organization I belong to provides training
to develop new skills

SE3 The business association/organization I belong to gives its members
a great deal of autonomy to develop themselves

Information

SE4 Through the Business Associations/Organizations that I belong to, I
get relevant information regarding the conditions of my business

SES The Business Associations/Organizations I belong to allow me to

communicate freely and share information in meetings with people
in authority as well as members of other organizations to get help
and advice from them
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Item Statements

SE6 Through the Business Association/Organization I belong to; 1
receive complete and correct information at all times

Support

SE7 The Business Association/Organization I belong to allows me to be
supported by higher-status members of the organization in my
personal and business development

SES8 The Business Association/Organization I belong to supports its
members' business development and growth

SE9 The Business Association/Organization I belong to provides advice
and feedback from higher-status people for the further development
of its members

Resource

SE10 Entrepreneurial support facilities are well available in the Business
Association/Organization I belong to.

SE11 Through the Business Associations/Organizations I belong to, I can
get help with resources needed to support new ideas and skill
upgrading

Entrepreneurial Success

Item Statements

ES1  Itis easier for consumers to buy products at my business

ES2 My business provides a wide range of products/services

ES3 My business provides high-quality products/services

ES4 My business provides products/services that customers need

ES5 Iprovide good prices

ES6  Compared to the first year of entrepreneurship, in the third year, the
average number of my employees is in line with expectations

ES7  Compared to the first year of entrepreneurship, in the third year, I earned
more profit than my competitors

ES8  Compared to the first year of entrepreneurship, in the third year, I am very
satisfied with the development of the business

ES9  Current sales exceed my expectations at the beginning of entrepreneurship

ES10 Current profits are higher than my expectations at the beginning of
entrepreneurship

ES11 My overall satisfaction with the business is currently higher than my
expectations

ES12 IfI had another opportunity to develop a new venture, I would do the same
business
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Innovative Behavior

Item Statements

IB1 My innovative ideas are always accepted by fellow entrepreneurs

IB2 Iam always looking for new methods, techniques, or ways of working to
improve my business.

IB3 I turn innovative ideas into something useful in business

IB4 I introduce innovative ideas to fellow entreprencurs

IBS I make my fellow entreprencurs enthusiastic about my innovative ideas.

IB6 I generate solutions to problems in my business

IB7 I create new ideas for business development

IB8 I mobilize support for the creation of innovative ideas in my business

IB9 I evaluate the implementation of innovative ideas and whether they bring

results for my business
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payments variable. The sample consisted of 2,683 women from the Western
Balkans region. Multiple linear regression was used to examine the influence of
age, education, employment status and income on financial inclusion. The results
indicate that education, employment status and income have a positive influence on
women's financial inclusion. However, an inverted U-shaped relationship was
found between age and financial inclusion, suggesting that inclusion increases up
to a certain point and then decreases.

KEYWORDS: financial inclusion, digital financial inclusion, women’s
entrepreneurship, Global Findex Database 2021, Western Balkan Region,
financial inclusion index

Introduction

The financial inclusion issue represents a crucial concern for the
scientific community and decision-makers (Cabeza-Garcia et al., 2019). The
significance of financial inclusion is reflected in contributing to a country's
economic performance (Pavon Cuéllar, 2021; Demirgiic-Kunt et al., 2017)
and reducing wealth inequality (Omar & Inaba, 2020). Additionally,
improvement in financial inclusion can strengthen women’s economic
empowerment and reduce their poverty (Peterlechner, 2021). However,
since 2011, despite the overall enhancement, the financial inclusion gender
gap has remained unaltered (Trivelli et al., 2018). Antonijevi¢ et al. (2021)
affirmed the existence of a significant gender gap on a global level by
examining data for 2017. Despite women’s significant role in managing
household income, according to the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development-OECD (2018) and Deléchat et al. (2018), they
have limited financial access compared to men. The possible reasons could
be that women face discrimination, especially those living in developing
countries (Achakpa & Radovi¢-Markovi¢, 2018), have limited access to
financial funds (Botri¢ & Broz, 2017; Bogdanovi¢, 2017), or possess a
lesser degree of financial literacy (Hasler & Lusardi, 2017) and digital
competencies (Kuroda et al., 2019). Due to their dependence on men in
terms of obtaining approval to be a part of the labor market, women face
challenges in earning financial resources (World Bank Group, 2018). Also,
it is considered that men dominate in making household decisions, and
women participate to a lower extent in income, exposing them to a higher
poverty risk (Asaduzzaman et al., 2017). The importance of focusing on
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women in financial inclusion policies is highlighted by Asuming et al.
(2019).

Numerous authors have investigated the impact of factors such as age
(Shabir & Ali, 2022; Balliester Reis, T., 2022; Abdu & Adem, 2021,
Rashdan & Eissa; 2020; Asuming et al., 2019; Sanderson et al., 2018;
Soumar¢ et al., 2016; Tuesta et al., 2015), education (Shabir & Ali, 2022;
Balliester Reis, T., 2022; Bakhshi & Agarwal, 2020; Rashdan & Eissa;
2020; Asuming et al., 2019; Sanderson et al., 2018; Soumaré¢ et al., 2016;
Tuesta et al., 2015), employment status (Shabir & Ali, 2022; Balliester Reis,
T., 2022; Soumaré et al., 2016), and income (Shabir & Ali, 2022; Balliester
Reis, T., 2022; Abdu & Adem, 2021; Rashdan & Eissa; 2020; Asuming et
al., 2019; Sanderson et al., 2018; Soumaré et al., 2016; Tuesta et al., 2015)
on financial inclusion. However, none of the previous studies have analyzed
the influence of the mentioned factors in the Western Balkans region using
the latest available data and an appropriate measure of financial inclusion.

Considering all the above, this study aims to identify the statistically
significant socio-demographic factors for financial inclusion in the Western
Balkans region. According to the World Bank's classification, all countries
in this region belong to the group of middle-income countries (i.e.,
developing countries), except Croatia, which is a high-income country (i.e.,
a developed country). These countries share many similarities, in terms of
history and culture, considering that - except Albania - they were part of the
former Yugoslavia. In this context, it is important to analyze and identify in
depth the main social and demographic factors that influence women’s
financial inclusion. The significance of this research lies in its pioneering
examination of how the socio-demographic characteristics of women affect
financial inclusion in the Western Balkans region. Additionally, the study
introduces a new methodology for measuring financial inclusion.

Literature Review

Financial inclusion refers to the access to financial products and
services by individuals provided conscientiously and sustainably (World
Bank, n.d.). It is stated that the usage of digital financial services can
enhance financial inclusion (Kumar et al., 2019), especially in developing
countries (Antonijevi¢ & Domazet, 2024). According to Pazarbasioglu et al.
(2020), digital financial services (DFS) can be defined as services whose
functioning is based on digital technologies. The digital channels through
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which individuals execute digital financial activities include the following:
electronic and mobile banking, mobile as a wallet, payment of bills, and
transfer of money via ATM, POS terminals, etc. (Kambale, 2017). The
availability of the Internet, technological improvements, and the modern
lifestyle, which involves the use of computers and mobile devices
(smartphones and tablets), are the key factors driving individuals to meet
their financial needs through digital channels. However, if individuals face
difficulties in meeting existential needs, it can be assumed that they won’t
be able to afford modern devices which entail certain costs and skills to use
them. To perform any digital service, it’s important to possess an adequate
level of digital competencies (Domazet & Marjanovi¢, 2024; Ivanovic et al.,
2021; Lazi¢ et al., 2023; Jevti¢ et al., 2023; Lazi¢ et al., 2022; Bradi¢-
Martinovi¢ & Banovi¢, 2018). They are crucial in the digital transformation
process and represent a vital driver for a country's digitalization
development, so national strategies should be prepared according to the
required skills trends (International Telecommunication Union - ITU, n.d.).

The results of previous studies suggest that age is an important
predictor of financial inclusion (Shabir & Ali, 2022; Asuming et al., 2019;
Tuesta et al., 2015), including the use of digital financial services (Shankar
et al., 2020; Onyia & Tagg, 2011). However, the results vary in terms of the
type of influence. Rashdan and Eissa (2020) found that the older population
is more financially included. Sanderson et al. (2018) also confirmed this
finding. Contrasting research findings suggest that in the case of digital
financial inclusion, the typical users are young (Prompattanapakdee, 2009)
and the number of users decreases with age, indicating the negative
influence of age (Jiménez & Diaz, 2019; Szopinski, 2016). Szopinski (2016)
also highlighted that most users of digital financial services belong to the
25-34 and 34-44 age groups. However, Chaudhary et al. (2022) found that
there is no significant correlation between age and the use of digital
financial services. It is claimed that financial inclusion increases with age up
to a certain level, after which it begins to decline (Balliester Reis, 2022;
Abdu & Adem, 2021). One possible reason for this could be the lower level
of financial knowledge in the younger phase. After the initial phase, in
which young people are generally excluded (Zins & Weill, 2016), people
become better informed and begin to use financial services. It can be
assumed that interest in financial services will decline after retirement.
Based on the previous findings, the following hypothesis is defined:
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H1: There is an inverted U-shaped relationship between age and
financial inclusion.

In general, marginalized populations, such as women, tend to lack skills
and appropriate education (International Telecommunication Union - ITU,
n.d.). Individuals with low levels of education are particularly affected
during periods of crisis due to their worsened position in the labor market
(Institute of Economic Sciences, 2022). Many researchers stated that
education is an important determinant of financial inclusion (Marjanovi¢ et
al., 2023; Shabir & Ali, 2022; Bakhshi & Agarwal, 2020; Rashdan & Eissa,
2020; Asuming et al., 2019; Sanderson et al., 2018; Soumaré¢ et al., 2016;
Tuesta et al., 2015). In the context of digital financial services such as e-
banking and m-banking, the typical users are those who are highly educated
(Jebarajakirthy & Shankar, 2021; Shankar et al., 2020; Jiménez & Diaz,
2019; Szopinski, 2016; Onyia & Tagg, 2011; Prompattanapakdee, 2009;
Domazet et al., 2023). Contrary to these findings, Chaudhary et al. (2022)
pointed out that there is no association between educational level and usage
of online banking services. Considering all the above, the following
hypothesis is formulated:

H2: Education has a significant positive influence on women’s
financial inclusion.

Botri¢ and Broz (2017) argue that there is an association between
financial exclusion and workforce exclusion. A higher probability of
women’s financial exclusion exists in countries where women’s
participation in the labor market is limited and state-owned banks hold a
high market share (Morsy, 2020). Employment status is considered a
determining factor that has a positive impact on financial inclusion
(Balliester Reis, 2022; Shabir & Ali, 2022, Soumaré et al., 2016),
particularly in the context of digital financial services (Onyia & Tagg,
2011). Moreover, Jiménez and Diaz (2019) state the higher usage of online
banking by those who are self-employed. Therefore, hypothesis three is
defined as follows:

H3: Employment status has a significant positive influence on
women’s financial inclusion.

Pal et al. (2022) found that women’s earnings promote their
empowerment in the context of financial inclusion. In addition, many
authors emphasize income as an important driver of financial inclusion
(Balliester Reis, 2022; Shabir & Ali, 2022; Rashdan & Eissa, 2020;
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Asuming et al, 2019; Sanderson et al., 2018; Soumar¢ et al., 2016; Tuesta et
al., 2015). This is particularly emphasized due to the positive impact on the
use of digital financial services (Szopinski, 2016; Jiménez & Diaz, 2019;
Prompattanapakdee, 2009; Shankar et al., 2020). However, Onyia and Tagg
(2011) found that there is no significant correlation between income and the
use of digital financial services. In contrast to the previous findings, Abdu
and Adem (2021) pointed out the negative relationship between income and
financial inclusion. As a possible reason, the authors mentioned that
individuals lacking funds may resort to taking out a loan and opening an
account for their earnings. Based on all of the aforementioned previous
findings, the following hypothesis is formulated:

H4: Income has a significant positive influence on women’s
financial inclusion.

The next section provides a detailed overview of the variables, data
sources, and implemented statistical methods used to examine the
relationships between variables.

Methodology

To examine the influence of socio-demographic factors on financial
inclusion, the data were obtained from the latest Global Findex database
2021. The database includes responses from individuals aged 15+ regarding
their payments, savings, and lending habits. This research has been
conducted triennially, starting in 2011, with the support of the Bill &
Melinda Gates Foundation. In this study, five countries belonging to the
Western Balkans region were observed, namely Albania, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Croatia, North Macedonia, and Serbia. Montenegro was not
analyzed since data for 2021 were not available.

To measure the level of financial inclusion, the authors developed the
Financial Inclusion Index (FII) based on the relevant previous studies (Eze
& Alugbuo, 2021; Zhang & Posso, 2019; Awaworyi Churchill et al., 2020;
Obiora & Ozili, 2024), with some modifications. In these studies, account
ownership, savings and borrowing habits, and credit/debit card ownership
are considered core variables of financial inclusion. Contrary to previous
studies, this study incorporated digital payments into the index, considering
that financial inclusion can be enhanced through digital financial services
(Kumar et al., 2019). Based on the previous literature and with some
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modifications, the following five indicators were used to construct the FII:
1. Financial institution account ownership; 2. Debit card ownership; 3.
Borrowed money from a financial institution; 4. Saved money at a financial
institution; 5. Any digital payment.

The variables were weighted differently depending on their importance.
In some previous studies, all variables forming the index were given equal
importance (Eze & Alugbuo, 2021; Zhang & Posso, 2019). Obiora and Ozili
(2024) assigned the highest value (0.33) to the account ownership variable,
while other variables such as borrowing and saving habits (formal and
informal) and debit/credit card ownership were weighted at 0.1. The
thresholds of previous studies indicating whether a person is financially
included are 0.4 (Eze & Alugbuo, 2021) and 0.5 (Zhang & Posso, 2019;
Awaworyi Churchill et al., 2020). Therefore, the person is considered
financially excluded if the index is below these values. The weights in this
study are 0.3 for financial institution account ownership, 0.1 for debit card
ownership, saved at a financial institution and borrowed from a financial
institution, and 0.4 for any digital payment. The highest weight (0.4) is
assigned to the variable “any digital payment” considering that digital
financial services can improve financial inclusion (Kumar et al., 2019) and
given the benefits digital financial services provide their users, such as time
and location-independent availability, time savings, easy access to financial
services, low transaction costs, etc. (Chavali & Kumar, 2018). The variable
financial institution account ownership is assigned a slightly lower weight
(0.3), considering that having an account is one of the basic and key
prerequisites for using banking services.

The formula based on which the financial inclusion index is calculated
is as follows:

FII:W1*V1+W2*V2+"'+Wd*Vd, (I)
where FII;, =1, ..., n, represents the financial inclusion index for n
respondents; wg, d=1, ..., x, represents the weights, and Vi, d=1, ..., x,
represents variables that construct the index. The sum of all weights is equal
to 1 (equation 2).

d=1Wa =1 2)

Therefore, the financial inclusion index in this research is calculated as:
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FII = 0.3 * account ownership + 0.1 * debit card ownership + 0.1
borrowed from a financial institution + 0.1 * saved at a financial institution +

0.4 * any digital payment (3)

A detailed overview of the observed variables and measures is
presented in Table 1.

Table 1: Variables and measures

Variable Description Coding

Independent variables

Respondent’s age (in

Age years) /
Squared value of the
Age squared respondent’s age (in /
years)
1= primary school or less
Education Level of education 2= secondary school
3= tertiary education or more
The respondent’s 1 = Employed
Employment employment status 0 = Unemployed

1=20% of the population with the
lowest income (values from 0 to
20%)

Respondents belonging 2= values from 20 to 40%

Income quintile to a specific group based 3=values from 40 to 60%

on income level 4=values from 60 to 80%
5=20% of the population with the
highest income (values from 80 to
100%)

Dependent variables that construct the Financial Inclusion Index (FII)

frilsl;?lftli?)ln Owning an accountata 1 = Have an account

Account financial institution 0 = Don’t have an account

Debit card Has a debit card 1 = Has an ATM/debit card

ownership 0 =Don’t have an ATM/debit card
The respondent

Saved money at a .

financial personally reserved or 1 = Saved in the last year

institution put aside funds during 0 = Didn’t save in the last year

the last year
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Variable Description Coding

The individual, either
Borrowed money  alone or in collaboration
from a financial with another person,
institution obtained a loan within
the last year

1 = Borrowed in the last year
0 = Didn’t borrow in the last year

1 = Made a digital payment in the
last year

0 = Didn’t make a digital payment
in the last year

Made or received a
digital payment in the
last year

Any digital
payment™*

Notes: * If the respondent used mobile money, a debit/credit card, or a mobile phone for
payments or made online/in-store purchases in the past year. This also includes those who
received payments for agricultural products, government transfers, wages, or pensions in
the past year.

Source: Adapted from Demirgiic-Kunt, A., Klapper, L., Singer, D., & Ansar, S. (2022). The
Global Findex Database 2021: Financial inclusion, digital payments, and resilience in the
age of COVID-19. World Bank Publications.

After excluding "I don’t know" answers and cases where respondents
refused to answer, the total sample of 2,683 women was used for further
analysis. A detailed overview of the structure of the sample is presented in
Table 2.

Table 2: Sample structure

Sample Age Employment

Country size  (average) Education status Income
1 14.24
1 56.08 1 3507 5 2580
Albania 576 53.20
28.12 3 1944
0 64.93 4  27.08
3 15.80 ) 5 2344
1 14.43
| 1 13.83 1 5912 5y 1804
Bosnia and '
. 499 42.74 3 23.65
Herzegovina 2 55.51 '
0 40.88 4 2144
3 30.66 ) 5 2224
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Sample Age Employment

Country size (average) Education status Income
1 12.54
1 11.34 1 5704 5 1907
Croatia 582 50.58
4795 3 2217
0 47.96 4 2285
3 41.41 ) 5 2337
1 1398
1 26.80 1 523 5 1670
North .
. 515 44.67 3 21.75
Macedonia 2 46.60 :
’ 0 4777 4 2291
3 26.60 ) 5 24.66
1 15.07
1 11.55 | 5330 > 1761
Serbia 511 42.26
60.08 3 1937
0 41.68 4 24.07
3 28.37 ) 5 23.88
1 14.01
1 24.41 | 5203 5 1748
TOTAL 2,683 46.97
4700 3 2125
0 4797 4 2374
3 28.59 ] 5 23.52

Source: Authors’ calculation. Note: Coding corresponds with the data from Table 1.

The highest average age is identified in Albania, while the lowest is
recorded in Serbia. In each country, most respondents completed secondary
school, except Albania, where most individuals completed primary school
or less. Most Albanian and Serbian respondents belong to the fourth, while
Croatian and North Macedonian respondents are dominantly from the fifth
income quintile group. Individuals from Bosnia and Herzegovina are mostly
from the third income quintile group. The share of those who are employed
dominates in all countries except Albania.

The authors used multiple regression analysis to examine the influence
of independent variables i.e., socio-demographic factors, on financial
inclusion measured by financial inclusion index. Considering the possible
presence of a non-linear relationship between age and financial inclusion,
the squared value of age is included in the analysis as in the study conducted
by Rashdan and Eissa (2020). The analysis incorporates control variables,
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namely each country, to examine its unique characteristics. The country of
interest is coded as 1, while all other countries are coded as 0.

Results and Discussion

The data presented in Table 3 show that Albania has the lowest
proportion of women who have an account at a financial institution, have a
debit card, save at a financial institution, and make or receive digital
payments. That's four out of five indicators of financial inclusion,
suggesting that Albanian women struggle with formal financial inclusion.

Table 3: Account ownership, debit card ownership, saved at a financial
institution, borrowed from a financial institution, and digital payments in
Western Balkan countries in 2021(% of respondents)

Account Debit card Saved ?t a  Borrowed from Any

Country . . financial a financial digital

ownership ownership . . . RN

institution institution payment

Albania 1 41.84 1 2430 1 7.12 1 920 1 3090

0 58.16 0 7570 0 92.88 0 90.80 0 69.10
Croatia 1 81.76 1 67.13 1  20.64 1 1563 1 71.34

0 1824 0 3287 0 79.36 0 8437 0  28.66
Bosnia and 1 94.16 1 7629 1 3041 1 842 1 90.89
Herzegovina 0 584 0 2371 0  69.59 0 9158 0 9.11
North 1 8485 1 5553 1 17.48 1 1029 1 75.34
Macedonia 0 1515 0 4447 0  82.52 0 89.71 0 24.66
Serbia 1 93.15 1 7045 1 18.00 1 1468 1 91.98

0 685 0 2955 0 82.00 0 8532 0 8.02
Total 1 78.64 1 5833 1 18.75 1 1148 1  71.60

0 2136 0 41.67 0  81.25 0 88.52 0 28.40

Source: Authors’ calculation based on the Global Findex database 2021
Note: Coding (1, 0) corresponds with the data from Table 1.

In contrast, Croatia, one of the high-income countries, has the highest
participation of women in terms of three indicators, i.e. account ownership,
debit card ownership, and savings at a financial institution, while the lowest
percentage of women borrowed from a financial institution. Bosnia and
Herzegovina has the highest percentage of women who borrowed money
from a financial institution, while Serbian women dominate in making or
receiving digital payments compared to women in other Western Balkans
countries.
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The results of the multiple regression models are presented below
(Table 4).

Table 4: Model Summary

Model R R Square Adjusted R Std. Error of the
Square Estimate
1 .524 275 273 29103
2 .650 422 420 .25995

Source: Authors’ calculation

The models without and with control variables explain 27% and 42%
of the wvariance, respectively. This means that in addition to the
characteristics of the countries, other factors also explain the variability of
the variable financial inclusion. Table 5 provides a detailed overview of the
coefficients.

Table 5: Results of the multiple linear regression analysis

Unstandardized Standardized
Model Coefficients Coefficients t Sig.
B Std. Error Beta

1 (Constant) .014 .043 331 .740
Age .005 .002 281 2.956  .003
Age squared -5.473E-5 .000 -279 -2.860  .004
Education 171 .009 364 19.184  .000
Employment status .140 .014 205 10.309  .000
Income .019 .004 .076 4.297  .000
2 (Constant) 212 .041 5.211 .000
Age .005 .002 .286 3.365 .00l
Age squared -5.180E-5 .000 -.264 -3.019  .003
Education .105 .008 223 12.387  .000
Employment status 128 .012 187 10.534  .000
Income .033 .004 132 8216  .000
Albania -.368 016 -.443 -22.590  .000
Bosnia and -110 016 -125 -6.816 000
Herzegovina

North Macedonia -.083 .016 -.096 -5.145  .000
Serbia .008 016 .009 .505 .614

Source: Authors’ calculation
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The results demonstrated an inverted U-shaped relationship between
financial inclusion and age. This means that the level of financial inclusion
rises to a certain point, and after that, falls. The findings are consistent with
Balliester Reis (2022) and Abdu and Adem (2021), but contrary to Zins and
Weill (2016). Thus, young people are excluded in the initial stage due to the
lack of information and financial funds, while after retirement, their interest
in financial services declines.

The results show that education significantly positively influences
financial inclusion. The findings are in line with the previous studies (Shabir
& Ali, 2022; Bakhshi & Agarwal, 2020; Rashdan & FEissa, 2020; Asuming
et al., 2019; Sanderson et al., 2018; Soumaré et al., 2016; Tuesta et al.,
2015; Jebarajakirthy & Shankar, 2021; Shankar et al., 2020; Jiménez &
Diaz, 2019; Szopinski, 2016; Onyia & Tagg, 2011; Prompattanapakdee,
2009), but contrary to Chaudhary et al. (2022) who found that there is no
significant relationship between educational level and digital banking
services usage.

The findings suggest that income significantly positively impacts
financial inclusion, supporting the conclusions of the studies conducted by
many authors (Pal et al., 2022; Balliester Reis, 2022; Shabir & Ali, 2022;
Rashdan & Eissa, 2020; Asuming et al., 2019; Sanderson et al., 2018;
Soumaré et al., 2016; Tuesta et al., 2015; Szopinski 2016; Jiménez & Diaz,
2019; Prompattanapakdee, 2009; Shankar et al., 2020). Thus, income
contributes to women’s financial stability and increases their ability to be
desirable customers of financial services. The results contradict those of
Onyia and Tagg (2011), who argue that there is no significant association
between income and the usage of financial services.

The findings of the study indicate that employment status has a
significant positive impact on financial inclusion as demonstrated by
Balliester Reis (2022), Shabir and Ali (2022), Soumaré et al. (2016), and
Onyia and Tagg (2011). Therefore, women in the workforce have a source
of income, and their need for financial services is greater compared to those
who are unemployed. Thus, employed women are more likely to have an
account, debit card, access to loans, and other financial products/services.

The results of the model, which incorporates control variables, suggest
that there is a difference in women’s financial inclusion between countries.
This indicates that specific country-specific factors, such as development,
habits, attitudes, lifestyle, and others, play a significant role.
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Despite contributing to the expansion of knowledge on women's
financial inclusion in the literature, this paper has several limitations. First,
it only analyzes the behavior and characteristics of women from the Western
Balkans region. Further studies should examine the habits of those women
living in lower-middle-income and low-income countries. Second, this
study focuses only on women. Future research should investigate the
behavior of men and compare the results. Third, this paper analyzes the
impact of four socio-demographic characteristics i.e., education, age,
employment status, and income, while the model explains 42% of the
variance. Further studies should include additional variables such as marital
status, residential area (urban/rural), religion, and race in the analysis. The
summary of hypothesis testing is presented in Table 6.

Table 6: Summary of hypothesis testing

Hypothesis Path Result

H1 Age — Financial Inclusion (inverted U-shape) Supported
H2 Education — Financial Inclusion Supported
H3 Employment status — Financial Inclusion Supported
H4 Income — Financial Inclusion Supported

Source: Authors’ calculation

Women’s financial inclusion is a relevant topic as it can foster their
empowerment through starting and expanding their businesses, allocating
resources to education and healthcare, and, consequently, higher
participation in economic activities. Additionally, improving women’s well-
being and gender equality regarding barriers they face in accessing and
controlling financial resources leads to the achievement of their financial
independence. This study, besides theoretical, has practical implications
considering that relevant bodies of the observed countries should pay more
attention to marginalized women in terms of education, employment, and
income.

Conclusion

The academic community and policymakers recognize women's
financial inclusion as a crucial area of interest. Given the challenges women
face regarding education, household position, and labor market
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participation, it is significant to identify the key factors influencing their
access to financial products and services. Numerous studies have examined
the impact of socio-demographic factors such as education, age,
employment status, and income on financial inclusion. Nevertheless, none
of the previous studies have examined the impact of these factors in the
Western Balkans region, analyzing the most recent available data and using
an appropriate measure of financial inclusion.

This study aims to examine how education, age, employment status,
and income affect women's financial inclusion in the Western Balkans
region, including the following countries: Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Croatia, North Macedonia, and Serbia. Financial inclusion is measured
using the financial inclusion index, which is developed based on previous
studies and modified by incorporating digital payments. The analysis was
conducted using the latest data available from the Global Findex Database
2021. Multiple linear regression is employed to assess the impact of age,
education, employment status, and income on financial inclusion. The
findings of this study highlight the significant positive roles of education,
income, and employment as predictors of financial inclusion. The
relationship between financial inclusion and age is inversely U-shaped,
meaning that the level of financial inclusion increases up to a certain age,
and starts to decline after that point.

Women's financial inclusion is a relevant issue as it has the potential to
empower women by enabling them to start and expand businesses, allocate
resources, and increase their involvement in economic activities. Sherwani
et al. (2023) and Yang et al. (2022) also demonstrate that financial inclusion
plays a crucial role for women entrepreneurs, as it not only fosters
entrepreneurship but also opens up substantial economic opportunities for
them. Furthermore, addressing the obstacles they face in accessing and
managing financial resources can enhance their well-being and lead to
achieving financial independence. This research suggests that relevant
bodies should prioritize women who confront education, employment, and
income difficulties, especially the younger population.

Acknowledgments

The research presented in this paper was funded by the Ministry of
Science, Technological Development and Innovation of the Republic of
Serbia under contract number 451-03-47/2023-01/200005.



88

Journal of Women'’s Entrepreneurship and Education (2024, No. 3-4, 73-92)

References

(1]

(2]

(6]

(7]

(8]

Abdu, E., & Adem, M. (2021). Determinants of financial inclusion in Afar
Region: Evidence from selected woredas. Cogent Economics & Finance,
9(1), 1920149.

Achakpa, P., & Radovi¢-Markovi¢, M. (2018). Employment women
through entreprencurship development and education in developing
countries. Journal of Women's Entrepreneurship and Education, (1-2), 17-
30.

Antonijevi¢, M., & Domazet, 1. (2024). Relationship between Digital
Financial Inclusion and Country Development. Proceedings, 101, 10.
https://doi.org/10.3390/proceedings2024101010

Antonijevi¢, M., Ljumovié, 1., & Ivanovié¢, D. (2022). Is there a Gender
Gap in Financial Inclusion Worldwide?. Journal of Women's
Entrepreneurship and Education, (1-2), 79-96.

Asaduzzaman, M., Kabir, R. A., & Radovié-Markovi¢, M. (2015).
Gender inequality in Bangladesh. Journal of Women's Entrepreneurship and
Education, (3-4), 54-64.

Asuming, P. O., Osei-Agyei, L. G., & Mohammed, J. L. (2019). Financial
inclusion in sub-Saharan Africa: Recent trends and determinants. Journal of
African Business, 20(1), 112-134.

Awaworyi Churchill, S., Nuhu, A. S., & Smyth, R. (2020). Financial
inclusion and poverty: Micro-level evidence from Nigeria. Moving from the
Millennium to the Sustainable Development Goals: Lessons and
Recommendations, 11-36.

Bakhshi, P., & Agarwal, T. (2020). Impact of Education on Financial
Inclusion: Study for India. Journal of Xi'an University of Architecture and
Technology, XII, 1179-1194.

Balliester Reis, T. (2022). Socio-economic determinants of financial
inclusion: An evaluation with a microdata multidimensional index. Journal
of International Development, 34(3), 587-611.

Bogdanovi¢, M. (2016). Women entrepreneurship and access to
capital. Journal of Women's Entrepreneurship and Education, (3-4), 20-34.
Botri¢, V., & Broz, T. (2017). Gender differences in financial inclusion:
Central and South Eastern Europe. South-Eastern Europe Journal of
Economics, 15(2).

Bradié-Martinovié, A., & Banovi¢, J. (2018). Assessment of digital skills
in Serbia with focus on gender gap. Journal of Women's Entrepreneurship
and Education, (1-2), 54-67.

Cabeza-Garcia, L., Del Brio, E. B., & Oscanoa-Victorio, M. L. (2019).
Female financial inclusion and its impacts on inclusive economic



https://doi.org/10.3390/proceedings2024101010

Marija Antonijevi¢, Ivana Domazet, Milena Koji¢, Viadimir Simovi¢ 89

[14]

[20]

(21]

[22]

(23]

[24]

development. In Women's Studies International Forum (Vol. 77, p. 102300).
Pergamon.

Chaudhary, V., Mandaviya, M., Sameen, H. S., Maroor, J. P., & Bharti,
A. (2022). A study on effect of various demographic factors on preference of
consumers towards online banking usage. Materials Today: Proceedings, 51,
84-87.

Chavali, K., & Kumar, A. (2018). Adoption of mobile banking and
perceived risk in GCC. Banks & bank systems, 13(1), 72-79.

Deléchat, M. C. C., Newiak, M. M., Xu, R., Yang, M. F., & Aslan, G.
(2018). What is driving women’s financial inclusion across countries?.
International Monetary Fund.

Demirgiic-Kunt, A., & Singer, D. (2017). Financial inclusion and inclusive
growth: A review of recent empirical evidence. World Bank Policy Research
Working Paper, (8040).

Demirgiic-Kunt, A., Klapper, L., Singer, D., & Ansar, S. (2022). The
Global Findex Database 2021: Financial inclusion, digital payments, and
resilience in the age of COVID-19. World Bank Publications.

Domazet, 1. S., & Marjanovié¢, D. (2024). Digital Progress and Information
Society: Evidence From EU Countries and Serbia. In Driving
Decentralization and Disruption With Digital Technologies (pp. 1-20). 1GI
Global.

Domazet, 1. S., Marjanovi¢, D., Ahmetagi¢, D., & Stanti¢, J. (2023).
Innovation and ICT: Key Factors of Successful Business. In /nnovation,
Strategy, and Transformation Frameworks for the Modern Enterprise (pp.
327-345). IGI Global.

Eze, E., & Alugbuo, J. C. (2021). Financial inclusion and poverty reduction
in Nigeria: A survey-based analysis. GSC Advanced Research and Reviews,
7(3), 075-084.

Hasler, A., & Lusardi, A. (2017). The gender gap in financial literacy: A
global perspective. Global Financial Literacy Excellence Center, The
George Washington University School of Business.

Institute of Economic Sciences. (2022). Effects of the COVID-19 pandemic
on poverty and income inequality in Serbia and cost-benefit analysis of the
implemented income support measures. Policy brief.
https://ien.bg.ac.rs/cms_upload/pages/files/4910 policy_brief effects covid
19 _pandemic_on_poverty_income_inequality_inserbia.pdf

International Telecommunication Union — ITU. (n.d.). Skills development
for the digital economy. Retrieved January 23, 2024, from
https://www.itu.int/en/mediacentre/backgrounders/Pages/skills-
development-digital-economy.aspx

Ivanovi¢, D., Simovi¢, V., Domazet, I., & Antonijevi¢, M. (2021).
Average Matching Levels for Two DigComp Competence Areas of the



https://ien.bg.ac.rs/cms_upload/pages/files/4910_policy_brief_effects_covid19_pandemic_on_poverty_income_inequality_inserbia.pdf
https://ien.bg.ac.rs/cms_upload/pages/files/4910_policy_brief_effects_covid19_pandemic_on_poverty_income_inequality_inserbia.pdf
https://www.itu.int/en/mediacentre/backgrounders/Pages/skills-development-digital-economy.aspx
https://www.itu.int/en/mediacentre/backgrounders/Pages/skills-development-digital-economy.aspx

90

Journal of Women'’s Entrepreneurship and Education (2024, No. 3-4, 73-92)

[26]

[30]

[31]

[32]

[33]

[34]

[35]

[36]

Female Entreprencurs in Serbia. Journal of Women's Entrepreneurship and
Education, (3-4), 42-60.

Jebarajakirthy, C., & Shankar, A. (2021). Impact of online convenience
on mobile banking adoption intention: A moderated mediation approach.
Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 58(23), 102312-102323.
https://doi.org/10.1016/].jretconser.2020.102323

Jevti¢, B., Vuéekovié¢, M., & Tasi¢, S. (2023). The Effects of Digitalization
and Skills on Women’s Labor Market Inclusion-Serbian Gap Study. Journal
of Women's Entrepreneurship and Education, 58-75.

Jiménez, J. R. Z., & Diaz, 1. A. (2019). Educational level and Internet
banking. Journal of Behavioral and Experimental Finance, 22, 31-40.
Kambale, L. (2017). Digital financial services: a case of Malawi. Malawi
Communication  Regulatory  Authority.  https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-

D/Capacity-
Building/Documents/IG_workshop August2018/Presentations/Session8 Lin

daKambale.pdf

Kumar, N., Sharma, S., & Vyas, M. (2019). Impact of digital banking on
financial inclusion: An investigation on youngsters in Rupnagar city, Punjab.
International Journal of Management, IT and Engineering, 9(5), 365-374.
Kuroda, R., Lopez, M., Sasaki, J., & Settecase, M. (2019). The digital
gender gap. W20 Japan, EY-GSMA.

Lazié¢, M., Vukmirovié, V., & Banovié, J. (2022). Digitalne kompetencije
osoba sa invaliditetom u Srbiji i ukljucivanje u rad na onlajn platformama
(Digital Competencies of Persons with Disabilities in Serbia and Inclusion
in Online Platform Work). Policy brief. Institute of Economic Sciences,
Belgrade, Serbia.
https://ien.bg.ac.rs/cms_upload/pages/files/7793 _digcomposi_sazetak za ja
vne_politike.pdf

Lazié¢, M., Vukmirovié¢, V., Banovié, J., Simovi¢, V., & Paunovi¢, M.
(2023). Digital Competences as a Precondition for an Inclusive Digital
Economy-Is There a Gender Gap Among Persons with Disabilities in
Serbia?. Journal of Women's Entrepreneurship and Education, (1-2), 51-71.
Marjanovi¢ J., Domazet 1. & Miljkovié¢, J. (2023) Higher Education
Branding through Instrumental Values. Journal of Women’s
Entrepreneurship and Education 3-4, 75-94.

Obiora, K. L., & Ozili, P. K. (2024). Comparative Analysis of Financial
Inclusion in Nigeria, Sub-Saharan Africa, and the World. Perspectives on
Global Development and Technology, 22(3-4), 217-238.

Omar, M. A., & Inaba, K. (2020). Does financial inclusion reduce poverty
and income inequality in developing countries? A panel data analysis.
Journal of economic structures, 9(1), 37.



https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2020.102323
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2020.102323
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2020.102323
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2020.102323
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2020.102323
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2020.102323
https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Capacity-Building/Documents/IG_workshop_August2018/Presentations/Session8_LindaKambale.pdf
https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Capacity-Building/Documents/IG_workshop_August2018/Presentations/Session8_LindaKambale.pdf
https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Capacity-Building/Documents/IG_workshop_August2018/Presentations/Session8_LindaKambale.pdf
https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Capacity-Building/Documents/IG_workshop_August2018/Presentations/Session8_LindaKambale.pdf
https://ien.bg.ac.rs/cms_upload/pages/files/7793_digcomposi_sazetak_za_javne_politike.pdf
https://ien.bg.ac.rs/cms_upload/pages/files/7793_digcomposi_sazetak_za_javne_politike.pdf

Marija Antonijevi¢, Ivana Domazet, Milena Koji¢, Viadimir Simovi¢ 91

[47]

Onyia, O. P., & Tagg, S. K. (2011). Effects of demographic factors on bank
customers’ attitudes and intention toward Internet banking adoption in a
major developing African country. Journal of Financial Services Marketing,
16(3), 294-315.

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD).
(2018). Bridging the digital gender divide: Include, upskill, innovate. OECD.
Pal, M., Gupta, H.,, & Joshi, Y. C. (2022). Social and economic
empowerment of women through financial inclusion: empirical evidence
from India. Equality, Diversity and Inclusion: An International Journal,
41(2), 294-305.

Pavén Cuéllar, L. 1. (2021). Financial inclusion as a pillar of sustainable
growth: international experience. Economic Horizons/Ekonomski Horizonti,
23(2), 107-121.

Pazarbasioglu, C., Garcia Mora, A., Uttamchandani, M., Natarajan, H.,
Feyen, E., & Saal, M. (2020). Digital financial services. World Bank
Group. Retrieved January 23, 2024, from
http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/230281588169110691/Digital-Financial-
Services.pdf

Peterlechner, L. (2021). Women’s Financial Inclusion Toolkit: Paving the
way for women's economic empowerment. Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir
Internationale Zusammenarbeit.

Prompattanapakdee, S. (2009). The adoption and use of personal internet
banking services in Thailand. The Electronic Journal of Information Systems
in Developing Countries, 37(1), 1-30.

Rashdan, A., & Eissa, N. (2020). The determinants of financial inclusion in
Egypt. International Journal of Financial Research, 11(1), 123-136.
Sanderson, A., Mutandwa, L., & Le Roux, P. (2018). A review of
determinants of financial inclusion. International Journal of Economics and
Financial Issues, 8(3), 1-8.

Shabir, S., & Ali, J. (2022). Determinants of financial inclusion across
gender in Saudi Arabia: evidence from the World Bank's Global Financial
Inclusion survey. International Journal of Social Economics, 49(5), 780-
800.

Shankar, A., Jebarajakirthy, C., & Ashaduzzaman, M. (2020). How do
electronic word of mouth practices contribute to mobile banking adoption?.
Journal  of Retailing and  Consumer  Services, 52, 101920.
https://doi.org/10.1016/].jretconser.2019.101920

Sherwani, F. K., Shaikh, S. Z., Behal, S., & Siddiqui, M. S. (2023).
Determinants of financial inclusion among women-owned enterprises: a case
study of the informal sector. Arab Gulf Journal of Scientific Research.
Ahead-of-print. https://doi.org/10.1108/AGJSR-05-2023-0193



http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/230281588169110691/Digital-Financial-Services.pdf
http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/230281588169110691/Digital-Financial-Services.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2019.101920
https://doi.org/10.1108/AGJSR-05-2023-0193

Journal of Women'’s Entrepreneurship and Education (2024, No. 3-4, 73-92)

[52]

[53]
[54]

[55]

[56]

[57]

Soumaré, 1., Tchana, F.T., Kengne, T.M. (2016), Analysis of the
determinants of financial inclusion in Central and West Africa. Journal of
Transnational Corporations Review, 8(4), 231-249.

Szopinski, T. S. (2016). Factors affecting the adoption of online banking in
Poland. Journal of business research, 69(11), 4763-4768.

Trivelli, C., Invest, B. I. D., Marincioni, M., Pels, F. J., & Di Tella, E. N.
I. (2018). Financial inclusion for women: a way forward. Gender economic
equity: An imperative for the G20, 88.

Tuesta, D., Sorensen, G., Haring, A., Camara, N. (2015), Financial
Inclusion and its Determinants: The Case of Argentina BBVA Research
Working Paper No.15/03

World Bank Group. (2018). Women, Business and the Law 2018.
Washington, DC: World Bank.

World Bank. (n.d.). Financial inclusion. Retrieved January 22, 2024, from
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/financialinclusion/overview

Yang, X., Huang, Y., & Gao, M. (2022). Can digital financial inclusion
promote female entrepreneurship? Evidence and mechanisms. The North
American Journal of Economics and Finance, 63, 101800.

Zhang, Q., & Posso, A. (2019). Thinking inside the box: A closer look at
financial inclusion and household income. The Journal of Development
Studies, 55(7), 1616—1631.

Zins, A., & Weill, L. (2016). The determinants of financial inclusion in
Africa. Review of Development Finance, 6, 46-57.

Article history: Received: June 5%, 2024

Accepted: August 21%, 2024
First Online: August 22", 2024


https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/financialinclusion/overview

DOI: 10.28934/jwee24.34.pp93-111
JEL: A20, D9, 123, J16, L26

ORIGINAL SCIENTIFIC PAPER

Gender Gap in Entrepreneurial Intention, Woers
Reasoning, Self-Efficacy, and Education r
Preferences Among University Students: an |, .
Entrepreneurial Event Theory Perspective

Ivan Paunovié¢!
Bonn-Rhein-Sieg University of Applied Sciences, Centre for Entrepreneurship,
Innovation and SMEs (CENTIM), Rheinbach, Germany
Jennifer Musial
University of Duisburg-Essen, Mercator School of Management, Chair of
Marketing, Duisburg, Germany

ABSTRACT

This study presents a gender-focused perspective of entrepreneurship
education programs, aiming to understand variations in entrepreneurial intention,
reasoning on entreprenecurship, self-efficacy, and entrepreneurial education
preferences. The present research grounds on Entrepreneurial Event Theory to
examine entrepreneurial intention, desirability, and feasibility in the context of
entrepreneurship education. The research was conducted in Germany in 2021 and
included a sample of 156 university students. The study deploys the Mann-Whitney
U Test to examine gender differences among university students regarding
entrepreneurship. The findings highlight a heightened perception of risk among
female students, influencing their focus on positive/negative entrepreneurial events
compared to male students. Moreover, the research reveals a greater inclination
among females to engage in both curricular and extracurricular entrepreneurship
education activities, corroborating previous studies suggesting greater benefits for
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female students in such programs. The study also underscores the importance of
distinguishing between curricular and extracurricular offerings, indicating
promising avenues for future entrepreneurship education research. Overall, this
investigation contributes new insights and explanations regarding gender
dynamics in entrepreneurship education, shedding light on potential areas for
further exploration in the field.

KEYWORDS: entreprencurial intentions, Theory of Entrepreneurial Event,
entrepreneurship  education, entrepreneurial  desirability, entrepreneurial
feasibility

Introduction

Female entrepreneurship education research represents a gendered
perspective on entrepreneurship education and has been researched by
researchers in different countries, most prolific in terms of publications
being the authors from the USA, UK, Spain, Canada and Germany,
followed by authors from Italy, Malaysia, South Africa and Sweden
(Slavinski et al., 2020). This is a developing field of study, with publications
increasing steadily over the years and therefore demonstrating the increasing
attention of the scientific community.

Previous literature regarding gender and entrepreneurial intention often
deals with the moderating role that gender plays in shaping entrepreneurial
intention from the perspective of the Theory of Planned Behavior (Arshad et
al., 2016; Bagheri & Lope Pihie, 2014). This stream of literature focuses on
entrepreneurial attitudes, social norms and behavioral control to explain
entrepreneurial intentions (Ajzen, 2011, 2020). However, there is a paucity
of literature in terms of the gender gap and its specificities from the
perspective of the similar, but more appropriate Theory of Entrepreneurial
Event, developed by Shapero and Sokol (1982). This theory attempts to
explain entrepreneurial intention through the desirability of entrepreneurship
and feasibility of entrepreneurship, while also including the importance of
entrepreneurial event in the realization of the entrepreneurial intention.
Previous literature has studied the gender differences in terms of
entrepreneurial intention and educational needs of students in different
countries and has confirmed the difference between the female and male
participants (Dabic et al., 2012). However, apart from this specific study,
there is no other study dealing solely with entrepreneurial education in the
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university context in terms of the gender gap, while applying the Theory of
Entrepreneurial Event (Shapero & Sokol, 1982).

The institutional environment regarding the ease of starting a business
and training/networking programs are shown to foster female
entrepreneurship. (Kaya, 2021) More specifically, the university
environment is shown to impact the entrepreneurial thinking and intention
of female students, both through normative and cognitive dimensions
(Saadaoui et al., 2024). The research design of the present study relies on
the notion in the previous literature that entrepreneurial action is a complex
phenomenon, consisting of two components: perceptions of desirability
(values) and perceptions of feasibility (Schlaegel & Koenig, 2014; Shapero
& Sokol, 1982). The present research extends the research framework on
gender differences in entrepreneurial education, proposed by Dabic et al.
(2012), by differentiating between curricular and extracurricular education
preferences, but retaining the core structure of the research framework:
gender differences (gap) regarding education, desirability, feasibility, and
entrepreneurial intention. Considering the previously mentioned research
gaps and the proposed research framework, this study sets out to uncover
the gender gap in entrepreneurial education. As an operationalization of this
overall goal, the following research hypotheses were posed, which served as
the main objectives of the study:

H1: There is a significant gender difference among university students
regarding entrepreneurial intentions.

H2: There is a significant gender difference among university students
regarding desirability (reasons for/against starting a business).

H3: There is a significant gender difference among university students
regarding feasibility (entrepreneurial self-efficacy).

H4: There is a significant gender difference among university students
regarding curricular entrepreneurship education preferences.

HS: There is a significant gender difference among university students
regarding extracurricular entrepreneurship education preferences.

The article begins with introducing the relevance of the topic
researched, major research gaps and the five hypotheses which guided the
research. Moreover, the literature on the gender gap in terms of
entrepreneurial intention, self-efficacy, desirability, and education
preferences is presented. After this section, the research framework and the
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study context are presented, followed by detailed results. Finally, theoretical
and practical implications, limitations, and future research directions are
discussed, followed by a brief conclusion section.

Literature Review
Gender Gap Regarding Entrepreneurial Intention

Entrepreneurial intention is one of the most researched phenomena in
entrepreneurship in recent decades (Lifian, 2005; Lopez & Alvarez, 2019;
Mmadu & Egbule, 2014). It is relevant both for researching the interaction
with entrepreneurship education and beyond. Previous literature has
determined that designing and executing entrepreneurial education and
support programs can also have a decisive impact on entrepreneurial
intention. For example, it has been proved that a small group size can have a
major positive impact on entrepreneurial intention, compared to a large
group size (Paunovic & Bog, 2009). Moreover, the importance of
entrepreneurial intention is not limited solely to the pre-start-up phase but
extends to the post-start-up phase of the entrepreneurial journey,
transforming into entrepreneurial performance (Brandstitter, 2011; Gerke et
al., 2023). Regarding the differences between females and males in terms of
entrepreneurial intention, previous research is divided into three schools of
thought: contextual, individual/personal, and other. Prior research, in the
transition country context, reported that women are likely to show lower
entrepreneurial intention (Westhead & Solesvik, 2016). However,
researchers also found that the higher risk perception directly impacts the
lower entrepreneurial intention, regardless of gender. Research in a
developing country found that female students score not only lower
entrepreneurial intention than male students but that this difference is
consistent across all four subsections of the entrepreneurial attitudes survey
instrument (Barber et al., 2021). Another interesting finding from a
developing country context is that passion positively mediates the
relationship between entrepreneurial attitudes and intentions, whereas the
opposite mediating effect was found for creativity (Monica & Anuradha,
2024).
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Gender Gap Regarding Entrepreneurial Self-efficacy

Previous research has found that self-efficacy is essential for each
phase of the female entrepreneurial process, with autonomy being crucial
during pre-launch and launch and locus of control in pre-launch and post-
launch (Gerke et al., 2023). Self-efficacy is a motivational characteristic,
shown to mediate the impact of personal and context factors on
entrepreneurial intention (Molino et al, 2018). The university
entrepreneurial ecosystem can positively influence self-efficacy, while self-
efficacy can positively impact entrepreneurial intention (Pelegrini &
Moraes, 2022). In this sense, previous studies have also demonstrated that
entrepreneurial self-efficacy is a viable entrepreneurship education
evaluation tool both for females and males. Moreover, it was found that it is
correlated with previously having taken an entrepreneurship course
(Mozahem, 2021). However, international comparative studies in terms of
self-efficacy and entrepreneurship education research are very rare,
representing a major research gap (Mueller & Conway Dato-on, 2013;
Nowinski et al., 2019).

Gender Gap Regarding Desirability, Attitudes, and Social Norms
towards Entrepreneurship

Entrepreneurial desirability is differently conceptualized in previous
studies. It has been defined as the attractiveness of the idea of starting a
business (Guerrero et al., 2008) or the perceived attractiveness of different
career profiles (Fitzsimmons & Douglas, 2011). Other research has used
multiple batteries with attractiveness and appeal of starting a business,
satisfaction perception and perception of entrepreneurship as a calling
(Giordano Martinez et al., 2017). Desirability is theoretically thought to be
roughly equivalent to social norms and attitudes in the Theory of Planned
Behavior (Fitzsimmons & Douglas, 2011; Mair & Noboa, 2003). In the
present study, desirability is conceptualized as a battery of items
concentrating on a set of reasons for and against starting a business.
Previous research on the gender gap in entrepreneurial desirability has
shown that male students show consistently higher perceived
entrepreneurial desirability than female students (Abdelkarim, 2021). A
gender gap regarding entrepreneurial intentions has also been confirmed
from the perspective of the Theory of Planned Behavior, where social norms
are the equivalent of desirability (EI Harbi et al., 2009). There is a research
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gap in comprehending and interpreting the gender gap concerning the
desirability of entrepreneurship in entrepreneurial education, concerning the
question of whether entrepreneurship education can help overcome
gendered socialization effects and incentives. Moreover, effective
approaches to achieving this remain understudied (Pergelova et al., 2023).

Model Development

The research design of the present study is grounded in the previous
literature's conceptualization of entrepreneurial action as a complex
phenomenon, encompassing two primary components, according to the
Theory of Entrepreneurial Event: perceptions of desirability (values) and
perceptions of feasibility (Shapero & Sokol, 1982). The present research
deploys and extends this model in order to evaluate the impact of a gender
gap, or gender differences, on curricular and extracurricular entrepreneurial
education preferences, desirability (reasons for/against starting a business),
feasibility (entrepreneurial self-efficacy), and entrepreneurial intention.
Therefore, the research framework on gender differences in entrepreneurial
education, proposed by Dabic et al. (2012) is extended in the present
research, by differentiating between curricular and extracurricular education
preferences, but retaining the core structure of the previous research
framework. Similarly to previous research, we assume in our model that
gender has an indirect effect on entrepreneurial intention, by directly
impacting desirability and feasibility. Another assumption is that gender
affects both curricular as well as extracurricular entrepreneurship education
preferences, which then impact (entrepreneurial) desirability and feasibility.
The solid lines in Figure 1 indicate the scope of the present paper, while the
dashed lines indicate the assumed theoretical connections not addressed by
this paper, with one exception. Namely, we assume that the impact of
gender on entrepreneurial intention is indirect. However, we test it both for
the gender gap as an overarching concept and as a basis for further analysis
of underlying antecedents such as desirability, feasibility, and preferences
for curricular and extracurricular entrepreneurship education.
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Figure 1: Research framework
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Data and Methods

The data collection took place from October 21 until November 28",
2021 in Germany, at the Bonn-Rhein-Sieg University of Applied Sciences.
It was part of the evaluation activities of the project ,,Start-up Manufaktur”.
This project deals with entrepreneurship support, upskilling and the creation
of an entrepreneurship culture at the university. The students were contacted
via Email and LinkedIn to fill out the online questionnaire, hosted on the
Unipark platform for a total sample of n=156 students. The respondents
were informed in detail on the content and the goals of the study, that the
study is anonymous and that no data which can be traced back to a single
person will be collected. An informed consent was obtained from all the
participants in the study. The data collection was conducted in accordance
with the Declaration of Helsinki from 1964. The respondents were asked to
answer the questions on ordinal Likert scales, ranging from I=completely
disagree to 6=completely agree. There were 2 items related to the intention
to start a business, 8 items related to reasons of why to start a business, 9
items related to reasons for not starting a business, 7 items related to self-
efficacy, 9 items related to curricular entrepreneurship education
preferences, and 9 items related to extracurricular entrepreneurship
education preferences.
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Non-binary genders represented a very small subsample (n=2) and were
thus excluded for further analysis. The total data set covers 156 students. On
average, participants were 22.92 years old (SD=3.48) and 47.44% were
female.

To examine gender differences in entrepreneurial intentions, self-
efficacy, and entrepreneurial education preferences, Mann-Whitney U Tests
were conducted as Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk Tests revealed
that the data is not normally distributed (p<.001). The Mann-Whitney U
Test is a non-parametric test to examine whether there are statistically
significant differences between two independent groups of an independent
variable (gender: female and male students) on an ordinal dependent
variable (entrepreneurial intentions, reasoning, self-efficacy, and
preferences). It represents the non-parametric alternative to the test for
independent variables, which is aimed at the metric-scaled dependent
variable.

Results
Gender Differences in Entrepreneurial Intentions

In Table 1, discernible differences between women and men are
apparent in different criteria of entrepreneurial intentions. Noteworthy
distinctions emerge concerning the inclination to start a business, p<.001
(r=.313). Men exhibit a significantly higher intention to initiate a business
compared to women. A similar pattern is observed in the context of business
acquisition, p=.034 (r=.170), where male students manifest a substantially
greater intention towards taking over a business compared to female
students.

Table 1: Mann-Whitney U Test results for behavioral intention

M (SD) |[Mfe - Mma| Mean Rank P

I want to start a female 3.28 (1.74) 63.88 %
business male 437(148) 109 o170 00
I want to take

- female 2.24 (1.50) 70.67 %
over an existing male 2.65 (1.42) 41 85.57 034

business

Source: Authors
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Gender Differences in Entrepreneurial Reasoning

Substantial variations exist concerning specific motivations and
inhibitors for entrepreneurship (desirability), as presented in Table 2 below.
Women attribute significantly greater importance to the perceived threat of
impending unemployment as a motivator for starting a business compared to
men, p=.014 (r=.196). Conversely, the financial risk emerges as a more
potent deterrent for female than for male students, p<.001 (r=.345).
Moreover, the perceived burden of perceived excessive responsibility as a
business manager constitutes a significantly greater impediment for women
as opposed to men, p<.001 (r=.286).

Table 2: Mann-Whitney U Test results for reasoning on entrepreneurship

Mean
M (SD) |Mre - Mgl Rank
Reasons for starting a business
. . female 4.58 (1.12) 74.82
Potential for good earning male 4,66 (1.33) .08 21.82 311
. female 5.41(.76) 76.65
Self-realization male 5.45 (.77) .04 R0.17 .583
. . . female 4.88 (1.09) 80.05
Innovative business idea male 477 (1.22) A1 7710 .667
female 4.97 (1.34) 75.44
Independence male 5.18 (1.08) 21 216 387
The existence of market female 4.15 (1.18) 13 74.40 263
potential male 4.28 (1.31) ] 82.28 ]
Good market and industry female 4.08 (1.45) 13 81.39 473
knowledge male  3.95(1.43) ] 7590
. female 2.77 (1.40) 87.55 N
Looming unemployment male  2.26 (1.28) S1 70.34 014
Following a current trend
. . female 2.53 (1.38) 83.28
towards starting their own male 2.27 (1.40) 25 7419 .193

business
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Mean
M (SD) |Mg - M Rank
Reasons against starting a business
Financial risk which is too female 4.96 (1.13) o 94.36 <.001*
high male  4.09 (1.41) ) 64.18
Too much responsibility on
. female 4.34 (1.57) 91.86 %
the part of the business male 3.4 (1.61) 90 66.44 <.001
manager
Lack of professional female 4.18 (1.40) 83.89
competence/ soft male 3.90 (1.37) 28 73 64 147
skills/market knowledge ' ' '
Lack of professional female 4.08 (1.49) 13 77.09 705
experience male  4.21(1.39) ] 79.77
. female 4.81(1.29) 83.78

Lack of or too low capital male 4.54 (1.34) 27 7373 150
Lack of co-founders and/or  female 3.92 (1.42) 19 80.75 546
partners male  3.73 (1.66) ’ 7647
Too much time investment ~ female 3.95 (1.68) ” 81.54 416
needed male  3.73 (1.70) ’ 75.76

: . female 4.46 (1.59) 81.22
Lack of business idea male 422 (1.75) 24 76.05 463
Currently good career entry female 3.54 (1.42) )3 83.07 719
opportunities for graduates  male 3.26 (1.51) ’ 7437

Source: Authors
Gender Differences in Entrepreneurial Self-efficacy

As presented in Table 3, women and men feel significantly different
prepared by their studies in product-related and technical areas, p<.001
(r=.333), whereby women feel less prepared than men. All other criteria do
not show statistical evidence in terms of gender differences in self-efficacy.
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Table 3: Mann-Whitney U Test results for self-efficacy

Mean
. female 3.23 (1.60) 79.62
Commercial area male 3.17 (1.59) .06 77 49 764
Product-related and female 2.70 (1.25) 1.04 62.96 <.001%
technical area male 3.74 (1.59) : 92.52 )

. female 3.55 (1.80) 80.75
Marketing male 348161 7647 0
Soft Skills (presenta- ¢ 10 38(1.32) 75.79
tion and negotiation 1 3.99 (1.36) 17 8095 461
skills and similar) mate 27 '

female  3.14 (1.36) 83.95
Legal area male 282(138) 2 73.58 143
Inter-disciplinary female  3.76 (1.17) 20 83.02 337
Know How male 3.56 (1.37) 75.32 ’
Practical experience  female 3.72 (1.40) 79.03
(through orientation  mgle 3.74 (1.34) 02 78.02 885

on the practice)

Source: Authors
Gender Differences in Entrepreneurial Education Preferences

Regarding entrepreneurial education preferences, there are partly
gender differences in both curricular and extracurricular offerings, as
illustrated in Table 4. Female students express a stronger desire for
additional courses focusing on soft skills within the curricular framework,
p=.003 (r=.237). Furthermore, gender-specific differences in curricular
preferences occur in terms of seminars, related to marketing and sales,
p=.050 (r=.157), with women displaying a greater interest in these topics
compared to men. Variations in preferences for curricular seminars covering
employee management are evident, p=.014 (r=.196), with women exhibiting
a heightened interest in these areas, compared to men. Regarding
extracurricular offers, females also exhibit higher intention to engage with
soft skill seminars, p=.007 (r=.218), as well as exchange with existing
companies and institutions p=.035 (r=.169).
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Table 4: Mann-Whitney U Test results for entrepreneurial education

preferences
Mean
M (SD) [Mfe - Mmal Rank
Curricular offers
Introductory and overview female  4.07 (1.31) 08 79.22 846
lectures male 3.99(1.44) 7785
and negotiation killyang Female 439D B,
nd neg male  3.94(1.53) ° 68.59
similar)

. . female  3.95 (1.70) 82.43
Creating a business plan male 371 (1.58) 24 74.95 294
Simulation games for female  3.84 (1.68) )3 82.30 311
starting a business. male 3.56 (1.72) 75.07
Seminars on marketing and female  4.23 (1.65) 45 85.84 050%
sales male 3.78 (1.56) 71.87
ff;ﬁ;niﬁ:; ﬁg:gﬁ female  4.24(1.65) 8430 |,

gement, Inancing, = ale 3.85(1.63) 7327
and liquidity planning
Seminars on employee female 4.30 (1.59) 59 87.64 014%
management male 3.71 (1.61) ° 70.25
Seminars on organizational
structure, company types, female 4.00 (1.74) 15 80.62 571
start-up types, legal male 3.85(1.71) - 76.59
aspects
Exchange with existing female 4.07 (1.64) 1 83.00 29
companies and institutions male 3.74 (1.70) 74.44
Extracurricular offers
Introductory and overview female  3.73 (1.56) 49 85.24 072
lectures male 3.24(1.78) 7241
Sggnseklgga(gf:gﬁtsﬁd female  4.62(1.32) ¢ 88.61 907+

ndneg male  3.93(1.62) ° 69.38
similar)

. . female 4.23 (1.62) 83.21
Creating a business plan male 3.89 (1.71) 34 7425 207
Simulation games for female 4.03 (1.70) 41 83.62 7
starting a business male 3.62(1.84) 73.88
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Mean
M(SD)  Me-Mu piof P

Seminars on marketing and female  4.20 (1.45) .38 83.67  .167
sales male 3.82 (1.67) 73.84
ff;ﬁ;nii;iﬁf{ﬁ:gﬁ female  4.03(175) |, 80.53 oo

gement, Inanciig, = ale 3.93(1.64) 76.67
and liquidity planning
Seminars on employee female 4.34 (1.62) 10 83.94 145
management male 4.02 (1.55) 73.59
Seminars on organizational
structure, company types, female 4.20 (1.66) 33 83.35 194
start-up types, legal male 3.87(1.66) 74.12 -
aspects
Exchange with existing ~ female  4.69 (1.38) 56 86.30 035*
companies and institutions male 413 (1.63) 7146

Source: Authors

Discussion
Theoretical Implications

The present research confirms findings from previous literature that
entrepreneurial education should not be designed as “one-size-fits-all”, but
should be gender-sensitive (Westhead & Solesvik, 2016; Wilson et al.,
2007).  Entrepreneurial education should acknowledge different
entrepreneurial mindsets between female and male students in terms of
entrepreneurial desirability (reasons for/against starting a business) and
entrepreneurial feasibility (self-efficacy), leading to varying levels of
entrepreneurial intention.

The finding that women attach greater importance to the perceived
threat of impeding unemployment with regard to the desirability of starting
a business can be interpreted in two ways. Firstly, it confirms a widely cited
phenomenon in the literature that females are generally risk-averse towards
entrepreneurship (Fossen, 2012), particularly when it comes to having low
entrepreneurial intentions (Brandstétter, 2011). Coupled with two other
results from the present study - that financial risk and responsibility are a
more potent deterrents for female students than for male students - the
argument for risk aversion is even more supported. However, a second,
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alternative interpretation of the higher perceived threat of impending
unemployment, along with financial risk and high responsibility, could be
that women have more awareness about the necessity of a displacement
event (negative information, event, displacement), as the Theory of
Entrepreneurial Event suggests (Shapero & Sokol, 1982). This is a
possibility not previously explored in empirical literature. Hence, the
displacement event and its role in female entrepreneurship, in particular, is
worth further exploration in future literature. This is probably the most
important contribution to researching the gender gap through the lens of the
Theory of Entrepreneurial Event.

Previous research into gender differences in entrepreneurial education
does not differentiate between curricular and extracurricular offers, nor does
it provide evidence of differences in terms of specific offers, needed by
female and male students (Mozahem, 2021; Nowinski et al., 2019;
Westhead & Solesvik, 2016). The present research closes this research gap
and provides general insights that females are more interested in
entrepreneurial education in general. Women are significantly more
interested in developing soft skills, marketing and sales, and employee
management skills as part of the curriculum, as well as soft skills and
exchange with existing companies and institutions as extracurricular
activities. This confirms previous findings in the literature that
entrepreneurial education benefits more female than male students, as they
use it to leverage change and break down societal barriers related to
classical gender roles (van Ewijk & Belghiti-Mahut, 2019). Even small
changes to entrepreneurial education, such as group size, can significantly
affect entrepreneurial intention (Paunovi¢ & Bog, 2009). This needs to be
considered for planning gender equitable entrepreneurship education which
should explain desirability (demonstrate reasons for and against starting a
business), and enhance self-efficacy (feasibility), thereby increasing
ultimately entrepreneurial intent for all groups and all genders.

Practical Implications

The findings from the present study provide important practical
implications for entrepreneurship educators, coaches, and mentors in a
university context and beyond. The approach to entrepreneurship and
consequently entrepreneurship education varies significantly between
female and male students in several domains. Consequently,
entrepreneurship education programs need to take into account these
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differences and focus on developing the needed and preferred skills, while
also addressing the need for mixed (cross-gender) entrepreneurial teams. It
pertains not solely to entrepreneurs as individuals but also to entrepreneurial
teams. A well-designed entrepreneurial education needs to answer and
differentiate the following crucial points both for females as well for males:
What are the reasons for/against starting a business? How can
entrepreneurial self-efficacy be improved and in which areas? Should the
education activities be rewarded with credits or some other form of
monetary/non-monetary reward? What monetary/non-monetary incentives
for young and aspiring entrepreneurs should be put in place to develop their
sense of entrepreneurial self?

Conclusion

The current study addresses the gender gap in entrepreneurial education
within a university context. This is an important and previously
understudied topic, relevant to both the theory and practice of
entrepreneurial universities and the third mission of the university.
Designing entrepreneurial education at universities is confronted with a
series of challenges, including those addressed in this research paper —
namely, entrepreneurial desirability, feasibility, education preferences, and
gender disparities. Gender disparities are important not only on an
individual level but also on the level of group dynamics and in
entrepreneurial teams. This is an important notion that needs to be
considered both in terms of the limitations of the present study as well as a
call on future research regarding the gendered perspective of
entrepreneurship dynamics.

The present research deploys a Theory of Entrepreneurial Event Model
for researching the gender gap in entrepreneurial education. This contributes
twofold to the literature. Firstly, it confirms that it is a relevant and plausible
model to research the gender gap in entrepreneurship education. Secondly,
this theoretical framework provides a new perspective and insights into the
much-cited female risk aversion in entrepreneurship. Female entrepreneurial
intention differs from that of males in its greater consideration of
entrepreneurial events as essential elements in potential entrepreneurial
endeavors, whereas males may not prioritize this aspect. Therefore, it is not
relevant to focus solely on ways to reduce female risk aversion in
entrepreneurship. Instead, the focus should be on demystifying, inspiring,
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and providing a path that leads from entrepreneurial intention to successful
entrepreneurial endeavors.
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ABSTRACT

Sustainable Entrepreneurial Orientation (SEQO) is an emergent concept and a
complex dynamic capability that could explain the behavioral predisposition of
individuals and organizations to contribute to sustainable development. This study
examined the impact of decision-makers' SEO on the organizational performance
of their companies. In addition, the study evaluated the moderating role of gender
in the relationship between SEO and performance. The approach of the study was
explanatory and non-experimental. It used a PLS-SEM technique on a sample of
121 decision-makers of micro and small enterprises operating in different sectors
in Peru, a highly entrepreneurial country in Latin America. After validating the
SEO measurement from the individual perspective, the results showed that SEO
does affect performance. However, the moderating role of gender on the SEO-
performance relationship was not empirically validated. This study contributes to
the literature on sustainable entreprencurship by confirming that the phenomenon
of SEO, typically assessed at the organizational level, is also an important
antecedent of organizational performance when viewed from the individual
perspective. Although the moderating effect of gender was not proven, this study
provides insightful directions on the SEO-performance relationship. Thus, by
validating the SEO instrument that considers its components from an individual
perspective, the literature on this strategic orientation has been expanded.
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Introduction

In today's rapidly evolving business landscape, organizations face
multiple challenges stemming from globalization, technological innovation,
and increased environmental awareness and concern. In the midst of these
complexities, the pursuit of sustainability practices has emerged as a
strategic imperative for organizations seeking to enhance their competitive
advantage, long-term viability, and overall performance. At the heart of this
effort is the concept of dynamic capabilities, which encapsulates an
organization's ability to adapt, innovate, and orchestrate resources in
response to changing environmental conditions. Dynamic Capabilities
Theory (hereafter DCT) posits that sustainable organizational success
depends not only on the competent use of current resources, but also on the
ability to reconfigure these resources dynamically in line with changing
market demands and competitive pressures (Teece et al., 1997).

In the field of sustainability, dynamic capabilities play a key role in
facilitating the integration of environmental, social, and economic
considerations into organizational strategy and operations. In this quest, the
relationship between Entrepreneurial Orientation (EO), a widely studied
concept in the field of entrepreneurship (Wales et al., 2011), dynamic
capabilities, and organizational performance is widely confirmed and
accepted in the literature. Moreover, the literature continues to explore the
role of gender in entrepreneurship, acknowledging that it is a fundamental
issue for both theory and practice. However, there is conflicting evidence in
the studies, making it difficult to determine whether women are more
entrepreneurial or possess more entrepreneurial characteristics than men
(Efendi et al., 2024).

While previous studies confirmed the relationship between EO and
performance, by introducing the sustainability component as Sustainability
Orientation (SO), Sustainable Entrepreneurial Orientation (SEO) has begun
to attract the attention of several scholars seeking to understand this concept.
SEO emerges as a novel concept and high-level strategic dynamic capability
that could potentially explain the behavioral predisposition of individuals
and organizations to contribute to sustainable development and,
consequently, positively impact organizational performance (Ameer &



114 Journal of Women'’s Entrepreneurship and Education (2024, No. 3-4, 112-137)

Khan, 2022; Criado-Gomis et al., 2017, 2020; Jiang et al., 2018). By
recognizing the relevance of sustainable entrepreneurship over conventional
entrepreneurship, new promising topics emerge that provide insights into
this phenomenon and contribute to the global agenda. Moreover, a major
puzzle in gender and sustainable entrepreneurship research remains under
debate due to the inconclusive evidence in the literature.

In order to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) with
the contribution of entrepreneurship, the present study aimed to contribute
to expanding the current state of the literature on dynamic capabilities and
their impact on performance by assessing the effect of SEO of decision-
makers of micro and small enterprises on performance. In addition, it aimed
to demonstrate that this relationship is moderated by gender, meaning that
being female or male, or vice versa, in leadership or decision-making roles
in organizations could improve the strength and/or direction of the SEO
performance relationship. Considering the aforementioned issues, this study
is based on two research questions:

RQI. What is the effect of SEO on organizational performance?

RQ2. What is the effect of gender on the SEO-performance
relationship?

The purpose of this paper is to provide insights into the impact of
sustainable entrepreneurial orientation (SEO) as an emerging and complex
concept in the sustainability arena on organizational performance. It also
seeks to understand whether gender is a determinant of this relationship.
Therefore, this study aimed to fundamentally advance scholars'
understanding of the impact of dynamic capabilities, such as SEO, on
sustainability. The remainder of the paper is organized as follows: First, the
theoretical framework is presented along with the proposed hypotheses.
Second, the methodology is explained, including the research design,
sampling, data collection, and procedure. Third, the results of the model
under investigation are presented. Finally, theoretical implications are
discussed, and future research directions are outlined.

Literature Review and Hypothesis Development

Sustainable entrepreneurs, especially women, need to look for business
opportunities that can lead to better economic, social, and environmental
performance (Criado-Gomis et al., 2020; Herndndez-Perlines & Rung-Hoch,
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2017). Therefore, this research considers the general hypothesis that the
individual level of SEO can help to understand the nature of sustainable
practices that decision-makers foster within their organizations to seek
sustainable development, environmental protection, and improved
organizational performance.

First, SEO is a high-level strategic construct that explains the tendency
or predisposition of entrepreneurial behavior to achieve sustainable
development based on individuals' concern for the environment (Criado-
Gomis et al., 2017; Wu et al., 2019). Given the dual orientation of SEO
through its EO and SO components (Criado-Gomis et al., 2017), it allows
organizations to seek a level of social responsibility (Hernandez-Perlines &
Cisneros, 2018) and environmental, social, and financial performance
(Afum et al., 2023) as desirable goals of a sustainable entrepreneurial
organization (Criado-Gomis et al., 2017). EO is the most important category
of SEO and contributes greatly to SEO having a positive and significant
relationship with organizational performance (Ameer & Khan, 2020;
Criado-Gomis et al., 2017; Hernandez-Perlines et al., 2017; Tze San et al.,
2022).

Furthermore, it has been found that in small firms under high
competition, EO is oriented towards increasing sustainable practices to
achieve high levels of performance (Akomea et al., 2022). Under these
conditions, EO would be a precursor of SO (Ruiz-Ortega et al., 2021). For
these reasons, SO can contribute to solving the problems caused by
environmental degradation by creating sustainable products and services
(Cohen & Winn, 2007; Dean & McMullen, 2007; Soo Sung & Park, 2018).
Therefore, based on these arguments, the following hypothesis was
proposed:

Hypothesis 1. SEO is positively related to the organizational
performance of micro and small-sized companies.

Second, the literature provides conflicting results regarding the
relationship between gender and SEO or its components. Gender disparities
in sustainable entrepreneurship often revolve around which gender tends to
score higher. For instance, women, on average, exhibit higher levels of
altruism or passion compared to men (Manjaly et al., 2022). These
variations don't suggest that men and women only experience traits at
opposing ends of the spectrum; rather, there can be notable distinctions
alongside a substantial overlap between their distributions. However, by
prioritizing sustainable well-being, women entrepreneurs contribute to
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reducing environmental impact and promoting social welfare (Fallah &
Soori, 2022). Thus, women entrepreneurs could assert environmental
control through sustainable entrepreneurship (Sharma et al., 2023).

Women entrepreneurs are known to identify new entrepreneurial
opportunities, which can contribute to global entrepreneurship through their
resilient spirit, risk-taking ability, perseverance, and innovativeness, some
of which are EO components (Agu et al., 2024). On the one hand, Sonfield
et al. (2001) found that small business owners have similar levels of risk-
taking and innovativeness, two of the five dimensions of EO. Similarly,
studies comparing EO with organizations managed by men and women and
its relationship to performance show no significant differences. For
example, the study of Hosseininia and Ramezani (2016) suggested that
sustainable entrepreneurship of small businesses in the Iranian context is
moderated by education and experience rather than age and gender. In
addition, the study of Fuentes-Fuentes et al. (2015) confirmed that the EO of
men and women do not show significant differences in performance.

On the other hand, other studies have shown that based on the fact that
EO 1is a positive and significant indicator of organizational performance
(Runyan et al., 2006), women tend to show higher EO through risk-taking
and innovativeness (Runyan et al., 2006; Zeb & Thsan, 2020). Furthermore,
Feng et al. (2023) found that EO has a significant impact on the financial
and operational performance of women-led organizations only when
external knowledge acquisition is considered. In summary, women show
higher EO than men, which, together with SO, would lead to high SEO,
which contributes to positive organizational performance, as confirmed by
Criado-Gomis et al. (2020). In this regard, Criado-Gomis et al. (2020)
sought to understand how gender moderates the relationship between SEO
and organizational performance and, through an empirical model, confirmed
that women have higher EO than men, which, together with their
sustainability orientation, would translate into their undertaking sustainable
initiatives. This means that companies with SEO have a positive
performance, demonstrating a higher relationship in organizations managed
by women.

In summary, gender differences in sustainable entrepreneurship are
context-dependent, as culture influences orientation towards green behavior
(Chowdhury & Audretsch, 2021; Rauch et al., 2009; Wiklund & Shepherd,
2003). Therefore, it is important to understand how men and women differ
in SEO and its components, and how this variable affects performance,
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although this is a complex issue and results in a conflicting evidence gap in
the literature. The arguments suggest that SEO is not only an antecedent of
performance, but also a positive predictor in female-led ventures. Therefore:

Hypothesis 2. The relationship between SEO and organizational
performance of micro and small-sized companies is moderated by
gender.

Research Methodology
Research Design

This study used a quantitative approach with an explanatory and non-
experimental research design to investigate the relationships between SEO,
performance, and gender. The explanatory nature of the study aimed to go
beyond merely describing the relationships between variables. It sought to
explore why certain phenomena occur and why two or more variables are
interconnected (Cazau, 2006; Ramos-Galarza, 2020). In this quantitative
study, the scope was to establish a causal relationship between the SEO of
the decision-maker and organizational performance, considering gender as a
moderating factor. Figure 1 presents the proposed SEO-Performance
structural model.

Figure 1: Proposed model of SEO-Performance with gender
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Source: Authors own source. Notes (1) Triple-line hexagon refers to a third-order
construct. Doubled-line hexagon refers to a second-order construct. (2) INN =
Innovativeness; PR = Proactivity; RT = Risk-taking; SO = Sustainability Orientation;, EO
= Entrepreneurial Orientation, SEO = Sustainable Entrepreneurial Orientation;, OP =
Organizational Performance.

Sample Design

The population under study comprised Peruvian decision-makers from
micro and small-sized enterprises with sustainability reports according to
the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) Standards. Peru was chosen because it
is considered one of the most entrepreneurial countries worldwide (GEM,
2019) and has a high number of micro and small enterprises, which make up
96% of the total businesses in the country (ComexPeru, 2021).

Given the absence of records on the size of the population of Peruvian
enterprises with sustainability reports, the 2021 database was provided by
the GRI. This private and non-public database was granted by the Latin
America regional manager of the GRI upon request. The complete database
included all the Peruvian companies that delivered a GRI report in 2021;
however, the main inclusion criteria was the firm size, thus only micro and
small-sized enterprises were considered for being in the scope of this study.
However, since accurate information about the decision-maker was crucial
for data collection, micro and small-sized companies with incomplete or
incorrect details were excluded from further contact.

Consequently, out of the complete database of micro and small-sized
enterprises, which accounted for 303, 280 had valid contacts of decision-
makers from micro and small-sized enterprises. As the expected response
rate for surveys is typically very low (Kumar, 2011), it was decided to send
invitations to as many companies as possible. By sending the questionnaire
to the entire database with valid contact information, probabilistic sampling
was pursued. A total of 126 responses were received, resulting in a 45%
response rate; however, after eliminating outliers, 121 responses were used
to conduct the structural analysis.

Data and Methods

This study employed a survey method to collect primary data from a
sample of decision-makers in Peruvian micro and small-sized enterprises.
The survey was prepared using validated instruments from the literature and
operationalized the constructs of SEO and organizational performance. SEO
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was measured using two scales developed following the recommendations
of Miles et al. (2009), one for SO and the other for EO. The former utilized
the scale developed by Kuckertz and Wagner (2010), based on the work of
Bos-Brouwers (2010), while the latter employed the scale developed by
Bolton and Lane (2012), who adapted the original EO scale to enhance
accuracy at the individual level. Consequently, IEO was assessed using the
dimensions of risk-taking (RT), proactivity (PR), and innovativeness (INN)
from Covin and Slevin's (1989) EO framework. To measure organizational
performance (OP), the study followed the suggestions of Wiklund (1999)
and considered indicators such as sales growth, market share growth, and
profit growth, benchmarked against main competitors over the past three
years. OP was quantified using the scale developed by Rodriguez et al.
(2011).

Data were collected using a 5-point Likert scale. All survey items
underwent double translation (English to Spanish and Spanish to English) to
ensure clarity and ease of understanding. In addition, an extensive content
validity process was conducted through expert judgment (Escobar-Pérez &
Cuervo-Martinez, 2008). A pilot study using a sample of 30 enterprises with
sustainability reports according to the Global was conducted to assess the
consistency of the measurement scales and overall instrument validity using
correlational criteria before applying the selected technique of PLS-SEM.

Procedure

The methodological decision to apply the PLS-SEM relied on the
evaluation of the proposed hypotheses through a complex model (Chin,
1998). Additionally, the study aimed to assess the moderating effect of
gender on the relationship between SEO and organizational performance.
The analytical framework adhered to the methodology outlined by Hair et
al. (2017), ensuring rigor and consistency throughout the study. Initially, the
data underwent thorough examination, including checks for anomalies such
as inconsistencies, missing values, skewed distributions, and outliers. This
was particularly important because when the same person provides both the
independent and dependent variable data (i.e., SEO and performance), it can
result in inflated correlations due to the shared method of data collection,
which is called common method bias (CMB). In the case of assessing CMB
for this study, Harman's factor analysis yielded a factor that accounted for
23.19% of the variance, meeting the threshold of less than 50% (Fuller et
al., 2016).
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Subsequently, reliability tests were conducted, followed by the
application of the structural model and a comprehensive analysis of the
results in relation to the research hypotheses. In this final phase, hypotheses
were evaluated for acceptance or rejection, accompanied by an exploration
of the significance of the findings within the broader context of existing
literature. In summary, the implications of these findings for both the
studied population and future research endeavors were delineated (Creswell,
2009).

Results

The demographic composition of the respondents shows that the
sample consisted of 56% male decision-makers and 44% female decision-
makers from micro and small-sized companies. Furthermore, 54% of the
sampled companies were classified as small companies, with the remaining
46% classified as micro-sized companies. The majority of companies were
in the service sector, followed by manufacturing and fishery-related
industries, among others.

Evaluation of Measurement Models

The estimation of reflective and formative measurement models
adheres to different criteria (Sarstedt et al., 2016). By prioritizing composite
reliability over Cronbach's a (Cho, 2016), the assumptions of internal
consistency for the first-order reflective constructs are fulfilled (Hair et al.,
2019a, 2019b). Furthermore, all item loadings exceeded the threshold of 0.7
(Hair et al., 2019a, 2019b). Regarding convergent validity, it was assessed
using the criterion of AVE values above 0.5 (Hair et al., 2019a, 2019Db).
Discriminant validity was evaluated according to the Fornell and Larcker
criterion and the HTMT matrix, where the off-diagonal values were found to
be lower than the diagonal values, and the HTMT values for first-order
constructs were below 0.85, respectively (Henseler et al., 2015). Table 1
presents the results of the evaluation of the first-order reflective model.

In the evaluation of the second-order reflective variable, a two-staged
approach was employed. Significant loadings from the second-order
variable to the first-order variables, all greater than 0.7, are shown in Table
2. Using these loadings, composite reliability, Cronbach’s alpha, and AVE
were manually calculated, resulting in values of 0.819, 0.660, and 0.601
respectively, meeting validation criteria.
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Table 1: Evaluation of first-order reflective measurement model

Internal consistency

Construct oC oA oC AVE
INN 0.644 0.649 0.788 0.483
OP 0.880 0.887 0.926 0.806
PR 0.694 0.695 0.831 0.621
RT 0.557 0.573 0.773 0.535
SO 0.812 0.816 0.865 0.518

Source: Authors own source. Notes (1) INN = Innovativeness, PR = Proactivity, RT =
Risk-taking; OP = Organizational Performance; SO = Sustainability Orientation. (2) SEO
and EO are not reported because they are higher-order constructs.

Table 2: Evaluation of second-order reflective measurement model

Internal Loading
Construct consistency AVE
aC pA Score  p-value CI197.5%
INN €« EO 0.811 HAE [0.718; 0.880]
PR< EO  0.660 0.819 0.601 0.745 HAE [0.597; 0.843]
RT € EO 0.768 ok [0.666; 0.844]

Source: Authors own source. Notes (1) EO = Entrepreneurial Orientation, INN =
Innovativeness; PR = Proactivity; RT = Risk-taking. (2) ***p-value < 0.001.

In the case of formative variables, multicollinearity among components
was assessed using the variance inflation factor (VIF). Table 3 indicates that
the VIF for both EO and SO was below 3.3, which is considered the
maximum acceptable threshold (Diamantopoulos & Siguaw, 20006).
Secondly, the significance of the weights and loadings of the components
was evaluated, retaining components with significant weights (p-value <
0.05) and loadings greater than 0.5 (Hair et al.,, 2014). In addition,
bootstrapping was employed as a resampling method (Guenther et al., 2023;
Streukens & Leroi-Werelds, 2016). For EO, the p-value is significant at the
10% level and is theoretically related to SEO. Therefore, despite the results
of the evaluation of the formative measurement model, the analysis of the
relevance and significance of the weights and loadings of the indicator
variables suggests that none should be excluded (Sarstedt et al., 2016).
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Table 3: Evaluation of the formative measurement model

Construct Collinearity Outer weights Outer loadings
(VIF) Score p-value Score p-value
EO - SEO 1.094 0.239 0.499 0.482 0.094
SO - SEO 1.094 0.837 ok 0.906 otk
Source: Authors own source. Notes (1) EO = Entrepreneurial Orientation;, SO =

Sustainability Orientation; SEO = Sustainable Entrepreneurial Orientation. (2) ***p-value
<0.001.

Evaluation of the Structural Model

From the evaluation of the structural model, as presented previously,
the assumptions of non-collinearity are met (Becker et al., 2015). In
addition, bootstrapping with 10,000 resamples was performed to obtain the
path coefficients and to evaluate the statistical significance of the structural
model (Guenther et al., 2023; Hair et al., 2019a, 2019b). As can be seen in
Table 4, there is strong support in the empirical data for the main hypothesis
proposed in the model. The assessed direct path coefficient (SEO
performance) was found to be significant at a higher level of significance (p-
value < 0.001).

In addition to assessing the significance and relevance of path
coefficients, the evaluation of the structural model also involves
determining its predictive accuracy and relevance, as outlined by Hair et al.
(2017). It is crucial to emphasize that the evaluation of the predictive
accuracy parameters describes the explanatory power of the model, as
highlighted by Shmueli et al. (2019). The most important parameter
indicating predictive accuracy is the variance explained (R?), with
thresholds of 0.67 indicating strong significance, 0.33 indicating moderate
significance, and 0.19 weak significance, as established by Chin (1998). In
addition, the effect size (f?) was assessed according to Cohen's (1988)
criteria, where 0.02 reflects a small effect, 0.15 is moderate, and 0.35 is
large. Consequently, these metrics helped to identify the variables that
predominantly contribute to the explanation of variance, as highlighted by
Hair et al. (2017). The analysis revealed a weak R? effect and a moderated
f?* effect for OP, indicating an overall low explanatory power. Both the
precision and predictive relevance scores proved that the model is a first
approximation to explain the impact of SEO on performance in emerging
economies such as Peru, providing support for the acceptance of hypothesis
HI.
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Table 4: Evaluation of the structural model

Construct Exogenous Score  tvalue  p-value R? f?
variable
OP SEO 0.265 3.329 0.001***  0.063 0.067

Source: Authors own source. Notes (1) OP = Organizational Performance; SEO =

Sustainable Entrepreneurial Orientation. (2) ***p-value considers a statistical significance
level of 1%.

To verify the moderating role of the decision maker's gender in the
SEO-performance relationship, the path of this relationship considered the
inclusion of the moderating variable gender. According to Table 5, the
effect was not confirmed, so hypothesis H2 was rejected. The results
indicate that the proposed moderating influence does not exist, meaning that
the gender of the decision-maker does not affect the influence of SEO on
business performance.

Table 5: Evaluation of the moderating effect of gender

Construct Score t value p-value 1

Gender x SEO - OP 0.128 1.472 0.141 0.019

Source: Authors own source. Notes OP = Organizational Performance; SEO = Sustainable
Entrepreneurial Orientation.

While the use of any single parameter to assess the overall
goodness-of-fit of the model requires caution, goodness-of-fit alone will
not define the model quality. The quality has been determined through
the evaluation of both measurement and structural models. Goodness-of-
fit parameters will instead serve as additional criteria for model
evaluation. In this study, goodness-of-fit parameters applied in CB-SEM
with some corrections to be applied in PLS-SEM were assessed. In this
sense, these are the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR),
which must be less than 0.08; and the Bentler-Bonett normed fit index
(NFI), which varies between 0 and 1, with a value greater than 0.90 and
close to 1 indicating an acceptable model fit (Chin et al., 2020).
Likewise, following the procedure proposed by Dijkstra and Henseler
(2015), two metrics were considered: geodesic distance (d-G) and
squared Euclidean distance (d-ULS). Values must be less than 0.10 to
indicate an acceptable model fit. Table 6 presents the goodness-of-fit
indexes for the current study, showing satisfactory results for the
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saturated model with SRMR, NFI, and d-G. In summary, the proposed
model exhibits low explanatory accuracy, as evidenced by the weak R? of
the main endogenous variable, despite the results of the goodness-of-fit
measures.

Table 6: Goodness of fit assessment

Index Saturated model Estimated model
SRMR 0.050 0.050

NFI 0.831 0.831
d-ULS 0.025 0.025

d-G 0.006 0.006

Source: Authors own source. Notes SRMR = Standardized root mean square residual; NFI
= Normed fit index OF Bentler& Bonett (1980); d-ULS = Squared Euclidean distance; d-G
= Geodesic distance.

Discussion

The application of PLS-SEM has allowed us to confirm that SEO, in
the Peruvian context, could affect the performance of micro and small
companies with sustainability reports according to the GRI standards. The
main results of this research are discussed in the following lines.

The results of this study shed light on the relationship between SEO
and organizational performance. In particular, previous research on this
relationship has been conducted primarily at the organizational level. In
contrast, this study examines SEO at the individual level, considering it as a
decision-maker skill and exploring its relationship to organizational
performance. An extensive literature highlights the positive impact of
organizational SEO on performance (Criado-Gomis et al., 2017; Jiang et al.,
2018) and its subconstructs, such as EO (Aftab et al, 2022; Covin & Slevin,
1989; Wiklund & Shepherd, 2005) and SO (Corcoles Mufioz et al., 2023;
Porter & van der Linde, 1995), in the Peruvian context. However, this study
provides a unique perspective by examining this relationship from an
individual perspective. Specifically, it elucidates how SEO at the individual
level contributes to the performance of micro and small firms. With strong
results, Hypothesis 1 was confirmed.

Given these findings, it becomes imperative to examine EO as a primary
driver of SEO, given its well-established relationship with performance. The
influence of EO represents a complex interplay that varies based on
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organizational contexts and internal capabilities, such as decision-maker
characteristics and knowledge-based resources (Rauch et al., 2009; Wiklund
& Shepherd, 2003). EO has been found to thrive in dynamic yet stable
environments, especially when coupled with minimal financial resources
(Kreiser & Davis, 2010; Wiklund & Shepherd, 2005). By contrast, its effect
on performance can be positive in hostile environments (Covin & Slevin,
1989; Lee et al., 2019), highlighting the need for decision-makers to possess
certain characteristics such as charisma and leadership (Todorovic &
Schlosser, 2007). Essentially, EO provides significant explanatory power as
to why Peruvian entrepreneurs' SEO has a remarkable and strong relationship
with performance. Nevertheless, contextual factors such as cultural norms,
regulatory frameworks, market dynamics, economic development, and
political stability need to be evaluated in future studies (Akomea et al., 2022;
Rauch et al., 2009). This is particularly important given Peru's political
turbulence (Jiitten, 2023) and in the light of previous studies, which are
explained as follows.

Positive cultural norms can enhance the relationship between SEO
performance by fostering routines that prioritize environmental impact, for
instance, through place attachment, where sustainable entrepreneurs' strong
connection to their location leads to sustainable actions (Ameer & Khan,
2022; Sankaranarayanan & Ray, 2019; Meek et al., 2010). Therefore,
Peruvian managers ought to foster their place attachment to influence
strategic decisions, aiming to benefit both people and the environment.
Furthermore, aggressive competitive strategies driven by SEO, particularly
through EO, are perceived differently across cultures, which impacts
performance. Interestingly, despite the EO-performance relationship being
similar among countries within a continent, it varies with firm size, being
stronger in micro businesses than in small ones (Rauch et al., 2009). Other
environmental factors such as dynamism and hostility moderate the EO-
performance relationship (Rauch et al., 2009), warranting further study
when turning attention to SEO.

Concerning institutional frameworks, small firms face institutional
challenges such as weak regulations, limited financial access, and
inadequate market support (Amoako, 2018). Consequently, resource
constraints and underdeveloped regulatory environments in developing
countries hinder small firms from engaging in sustainability (McAdam et
al.,, 2019). These limit investment in innovation, weakening the EO-
performance link (Amoako, 2018). However, small firms, characterized by
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fewer structures, independence, and owner-manager control, can leverage
their flexibility to focus on innovativeness and proactiveness, leading to
economically viable sustainability (McAdam et al., 2019; Akomea et al.,
2022). In the Peruvian context, with institutional constraints, and financial
access restrictions (Cordova & Cancino, 2020), companies can enhance the
SEO-performance relationship by directing their competitive efforts towards
risk-taking, innovation, and proactive capabilities in response to
sustainability practices, to strengthen the SEO-performance relationship
(Amoako, 2018). Nevertheless, regulatory authorities should also establish a
clear institutional framework to encourage sustainable activities in emerging
countries such as Peru (Ameer & Khan, 2022).

The results indicate that gender does not exert a significant moderating
effect on the relationship between SEO and organizational performance,
thus failing to support Hypothesis 2. This finding is consistent with
theoretical expectations, as the empirical evidence collected to date has been
inconclusive. While some studies (Costa & Pita, 2020; Criado-Gomis et al.,
2020; Feng et al., 2023; Runyan et al., 2006; Zeb & Thsan, 2020) have found
significant evidence for the moderating effect of gender, others have not
(Chen et al., 2023; Fuentes-Fuentes et al., 2015; Hosseininia & Ramezani,
2016; Ong & Ismail, 2011). Despite joining the latter group, it is imperative
to address the discrepancy between theory and empirical findings.

First, the lack of a moderating effect of gender implies that the gender
of the decision-maker does not alter the magnitude of the SEO-performance
relationship. Second, given the significant relationship between SEO and
performance, the discrepancy between theoretical expectations and
empirical results may be due to contextual nuances. The descriptive analysis
reveals a slight gender imbalance among the decision-makers surveyed, with
56% men and 44% women. This demographic composition provides a
plausible explanation for the lack of a moderating effect of gender in this
study. Although Latin American countries represent a suitable context for
studying women's labor force participation (Bazan & Rivera, 2024), which
in this study is sustainable entrepreneurship, further research is warranted to
explore whether the Peruvian socio-political context influences the SEO-
performance relationship and, subsequently, the moderating effect of
gender.
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Conclusion

The SEO in the incipient Peruvian entrepreneurial ecosystem could
potentially explain the nature of the decision-makers or founders of
sustainable organizations and, at the same time, elucidate why they
demonstrate higher levels of performance. This is based on the fact that
sustainable entrepreneurship is a complex phenomenon and that not all
entrepreneurs are equally concerned with environmental and social issues.
Thus, the general hypothesis that guides this research has been proven. SEO
can positively affect the performance of micro and small enterprises with
sustainability reports in the context of Peru.

The study has some theoretical implications because it helps fill two
gaps identified in the literature on SEO. First, this study introduces a novel
approach to assessing SEO at the individual level. The study confirms the
validity of evaluating SEO through an approximation of EO at the
individual level, referred to as individual entrepreneurial orientation (IEO)
(Bolton & Lane, 2012) and SO (Bos-Brouwers, 2010). Traditionally, SEO
has been assessed using instruments designed for EO (Covin & Slevin,
1989; Matsuno et al., 2002) and SO (Bos-Brouwers, 2010; Kuckertz &
Wagner, 2010), as recommended by Miles et al. (2009). However, this study
validates the use of the individual scale, [EO, as an important component of
SEO at the individual level. Consequently, a significant contribution of this
research lies in providing a more accurate method for measuring
entrepreneurial SEO. In addition, while previous studies have
predominantly focused on the influence of organizational SEO on
performance in developed countries, the results extend this relationship to
developing countries such as Peru.

Second, by including the moderation of gender between SEO and
organizational performance in the field of micro and small enterprises, it was
possible to evaluate the impact in the context of Peru as one of the most
entrepreneurial countries in the world. While studies show a significant and
positive relationship between internal factors such as risk-taking, and
external factors such as sociocultural issues when it comes to female
entrepreneurship in developing countries (Stankovi¢ et al., 2023), the present
study could not close the gap regarding the relationship between SEO and
performance. Given the conflicting evidence in previous research indicating
the positive influence of gender on sustainable entrepreneurship, the present
study provides evidence that organizations led by men and women do not
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show significant differences in performance. Thus, although the structural
model provides evidence supporting the relationship of SEO performance, it
does not support the moderating effect of gender. Therefore, it remains
uncertain whether female or male decision-makers have anything to do with
the performance of their organizations to the extent that they exhibit high
levels of SEO.

In conclusion, this study advances the understanding of the complex
relationship between SEO, performance, and gender in Peruvian micro and
small enterprises. While it demonstrates the importance of promoting high
levels of SEO to influence performance, it also highlights the need for
nuanced approaches to address gender disparities in the SEO-performance
relationship. Further research could explore strategies to strengthen the
relationship between SEO and performance to more effectively assess
gender impacts.

Limitations and Future Research

As with any scientific study, there are limitations to this research.
Based on these limitations, research opportunities were identified. A
primary limitation is the use of self-reported data (Podsakoff & Organ,
1986). Self-reports are inherently subjective and reflect the personal
perceptions and biases of the respondents, thus, different decision-makers
may interpret and report their actions and outcomes differently, leading to
variability in the data. However, as mentioned before, the study provided an
absence of CMB evidence, confirming that the observed relationship
between SEO performance is less likely to be artificially inflated due to the
method of data collection. Consequently, this increases confidence that the
findings reflect true relationships rather than artifacts of the measurement
method, and confirms that the conclusions drawn from the study are more
reliable and can be considered a more accurate reflection of the true state of
the studied phenomena.

Nevertheless, given the recent emergence of sustainability reporting in
Peru, participant responses, particularly regarding performance, may be
susceptible to recall bias, which means that the respondents may not
accurately remember past behaviors or outcomes, leading to inaccuracies in
the data. Another potential bias based on the self-reported data is the non-
response bias, thus, the evaluated sample of 121 decision-makers who chose
to respond might differ systematically from those who did not, potentially
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limiting the generalizability of the findings. If non-respondents are less
engaged in sustainability practices, the results may present an overly
optimistic view of the state of sustainability among these enterprises.
Furthermore, due to limited access to updated data, the sample was drawn
from the GRI's non-public database of 2021 reports, which means that the
organizations contacted may no longer maintain sustainable practices or
may have ceased to operate. As a result, it was challenging during data
collection to determine whether participating firms maintained sustainable
practices similar to those reported in 2021. Future research could expand
beyond Peru's nascent sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystem to explore
diverse contexts, thereby stimulating new studies in politically, socially, and
economically stable environments where firms have stronger incentives to
engage in sustainable practices. Future studies should also consider using a
more updated database and multiple data sources, such as objective
performance metrics, for instance, to measure performance.

Another limitation relies on the assessment of the model using PLS-
SEM. While PLS-SEM is considered suitable for smaller sample sizes
compared to other techniques, such as CB-SEM, this could also represent a
limitation. Therefore, larger sample sizes can provide more robust and
generalizable results. Despite the study reporting the goodness of fit indices
such as SRMR, NFI, d-ULS, and d-G, CB-SEM offers a wider range of
global fit indices that can improve the potential estimation bias.
Additionally, PLS-SEM's reliance on variance-based estimation, despite the
favorable results, can introduce multicollinearity issues and less precise
bootstrapping results, making it less effective for theory testing and model
validation. To address these limitations, future research should consider
larger sample sizes, integrate objective data sources to mitigate self-report
biases and evaluate the pertinence of advanced techniques like Bayesian
SEM to address estimation bias and multicollinearity.

Despite the fact that the present study validates the SEO instrument at
the individual level, this also implies a limitation, as it was a novel approach
to the construct. Given the conceptual novelty of SEO and the complexities
involved in measuring its associations with different variables, certain
analytical limitations arise. Future research efforts could explore and further
validate the individual SEO scale across different populations and contexts.
Therefore, there are many opportunities for further research.
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ABSTRACT

The aim of the research is to assess current practices supporting women's
entrepreneurship and employment in Serbia. Based on the findings,
recommendations are developed to enhance national and local policies in this
area, alongside indicators for monitoring progress. The research includes an
analysis of the legal and institutional framework, supplemented by data from
surveys of local self-government unit (LSGU) representatives and focus groups
involving women entrepreneurs and city administration officials. The research
spans the period from 2019 to 2022. Key findings underscore significant barriers
encountered by women entrepreneurs, such as inadequate access to financial
resources, limited educational programs, and a lack of mentorship opportunities.
Recommendations encompass the introduction of specialized support programs,
the integration of a gender perspective across all facets of the legal and
institutional framework, and ongoing alignment with European and international
standards. These proposals are expected to bolster national and local policies,
thereby fostering improved economic participation and sustainability in women's

! Corresponding author, e-mail: sonja.djuricin@ien.bg.ac.rs
2 E-mail: isidora.beraha@ien.bg.ac.rs



Sonja Puricin, Isidora Beraha 139

entrepreneurship. Future research should concentrate on the long-term impacts of
these policies and comparative analyses with countries that have adopted
advanced, gender-sensitive entrepreneurial policies.

KEYWORDS: women entrepreneurs, economic inclusiveness, national and local
policies, recommendations

Introduction

The sector of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), where
entrepreneurs are recognized as catalysts of economic development,
represents the backbone of economic activity both globally and at national
and local levels (Gherghina et al., 2020). The scope of operations endows
entrepreneurs with the descriptor of highly flexible market participants with
significant potential for assuming risks in implementing new business
models. Entrepreneurs provide a continuous flow of new ventures in a
dynamic market, thereby developing new and enhancing existing effects
(products and services) and business processes, rightfully considered drivers
of innovative activities and competitiveness within the SME sector (Beraha
& Duricin, 2020).

Entrepreneurship allows both men and women to express personal
ideas and talents. Supporting and creating equal opportunities for women
entrepreneurs is crucial for economic inclusivity (Adegbile, 2024).
According to the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Serbia, Serbia has
98,098 SMEs and 269,069 entrepreneurs (CCIS, 2022). The project
"Continued Support for Women Entrepreneurship, Sustainable Model of
Cooperation between Large Corporations and Technologically Innovative
Companies, Methodology and Reporting on Indicators of MSMEEs’
Development and Risk Management - Women Entrepreneurship",
implemented by CCIS in cooperation with Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) in 2022, found that women are the
majority owners in 18.6% of micro, small, and medium-sized enterprises
and in 32.8% of entrepreneurial ventures. Women who own a majority
capital in total enterprises represent 17.5%, generating 6.8% of employment
and 5.4% of business revenue. Women entrepreneurs make up 31.4% of all
entrepreneurs, generating 30.6% of employment and 27.6% of revenue.
According to the 2022 census data, women comprise 51.4% of Serbia's
population. Despite their numerical dominance, women's unemployment
rate is above the national average, and they earn 11% less than men, as
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highlighted in "Serbia and Agenda 2030". Wage disparities by education
level or profession are often greater than the average gap, usually favoring
men (SCTM, 2022).

Tailored incentives for women's entrepreneurship are essential due to
the specific challenges they face. Women often struggle to access financing
due to traditional gender roles and stereotypes about their financial
management (Puri¢in & Panti¢, 2015). They need greater flexibility to
balance career and business obligations. Women entrepreneurs typically
work in industries like fashion, cosmetics, healthcare, and education, and
they often emphasize sustainability and social responsibility. They
contribute to balanced local economic development by promoting activities
in less developed areas and investing in their communities. Women's
entrepreneurship also involves mentorship, associations, and networks that
aid market entry and knowledge transfer, and they commonly support local
charities and entrepreneurial initiatives.

The research hypothesis is that there is room for improvement in
policies at the national and local levels regarding women's entrepreneurship,
and that recommendations for enhancement should be based on
scientifically grounded evidence. The research aims to examine current
practices in promoting women's entrepreneurship and women's employment.
Based on the findings, it will create recommendations and indicators for
monitoring the situation at both national and local levels in this area.
Research data were collected through survey methods and focus groups,
preceded by an analysis of the legal and institutional framework in this field,
existing programs, projects, measures, and support provided by local self-
government units (LSGUs) implemented during the period from 2019 to
2022.

The results of current practices in promoting women's entrepreneurship
and women's employment indicate the need for further enhancement of
public policy elements in this field.

Literature Review

The literature review highlights the importance of academic
contributions in women's entrepreneurship research. It stresses scholarly
engagement, thematic analysis, and collaboration as key to policy
development and addressing the diverse needs of women entrepreneurs.
Foss et al. (2018) emphasize the impact of research on policy, while Orser
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(2022) conducted a thematic analysis of academic literature. This analysis
underscores the need for enhanced solidarity among researchers,
clarification of areas of gender expertise, integration of policy domains, and
a deeper understanding of the contributions made by women entrepreneurs,
advocates for women's enterprises, and entrepreneurship scholars. These
insights are crucial in shaping effective policies and economic recovery
measures during the pandemic. Academic contributions play a pivotal role
in designing entrepreneurial policies and initiatives for economic recovery.

Supporting women entrepreneurs is essential for achieving broader
economic benefits and fostering a more inclusive entrepreneurial landscape
(Yadav & Unni, 2016). The vital contribution of entrepreneurship,
particularly women's entrepreneurship, in promoting inclusive economic
development on a global scale is highlighted (Ajide et al., 2021). Women’s
entrepreneurship significantly impacts economic growth, gender equality,
and human resource optimization (Gulvira, 2024). Chaikin and Kirieieva
(2020) add to this by discussing the importance of gender equality, social
protection, and sustainability in the context of inclusive economic systems.
Challenges and opportunities in financing rural women’s entrepreneurship
highlight their role as major drivers of social and economic growth through
entrepreneurship development (Nso, 2022). Inclusive entrepreneurship
policies and their impact on economic growth are crucial for improving
entrepreneurial conditions (Yeasmin & Hasanat, 2022). The relationship
between women's entrepreneurship and economic growth is notable,
particularly in combating poverty and insecurity (Morched & Jarboui,
2018). Empowerment through entrepreneurship for young women is
essential for them to become empowered economic agents and contribute to
community development (Johnson, 2020). Increasing economic
empowerment through entrepreneurship for various demographic groups,
including women, underscores the economic potential and critical role of
women in achieving inclusive and sustainable industrial development (Rolle
et al., 2020).

The literature review on policies to promote women's entrepreneurship
covers a wide range of topics, including normative context, policy
implications, the effectiveness of entrepreneurship programs, and the need
for standardized data and comparative studies to inform public policy and
support systems.

The literature on the normative context of women's entrepreneurship
explores the impact of norms, socio-cultural factors, and institutional
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structures on women's entrepreneurial experiences and opportunities. It
highlights the need to consider the complex interplay of societal norms,
gender dynamics, and cultural contexts. Policies promoting women's
entrepreneurship are seen as a core component of the entrepreneurial
ecosystem (Foss et al., 2018). Lower participation of women in
entrepreneurial activities may result from a lack of national initiatives
(Baughn et al., 2006). Baughn et al. (2006) note that norms supporting
women's entrepreneurship differ between countries, providing insights from
the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor. Harrison et al. (2020) emphasize
understanding contextual and institutional factors shaping women's
entrepreneurship and the role of social and cultural structures. Additionally,
the literature underscores the intersection of gender, entrepreneurship, and
social change, highlighting the potential of women's entrepreneurship to
challenge prevailing norms and contribute to social change (Trivedi &
Petkova, 2021).

The literature review by Moreira et al. (2019) highlights the support for
research on women's entrepreneurship by focusing on the policy
implications and emphasizing the importance of scientific contributions in
this area. The literature review on promoting women's entrepreneurship,
which focuses on the policy implications, highlights the need for gender-
sensitive  policy development, tailored support approaches, and
contextualization of policies to meet the diverse needs of women
entrepreneurs. Foss et al. (2018) conducted a systematic literature review to
critically examine the policy implications of research on women's
entrepreneurship from a gender perspective. This study provides a
comprehensive overview of the policy implications of women's
entrepreneurship research, highlighting the importance of considering
gender perspectives in policy development. In addition, Harrison et al.
(2020) emphasized the need for a gendered examination of support services
for women entrepreneurs and pointed out that most entrepreneurship
policies are gender-blind or gender-biased. This underlines the importance
of research that focuses on the specific support needs of women
entrepreneurs and the implications for policy development. In addition,
Nziku and Henry (2020) argue for the formalization and contextualization of
policies to support women's entrepreneurship in specific geographical and
cultural settings and emphasize the need for tailored policy approaches that
consider the different contexts in which women entrepreneurs operate.
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The literature on the evaluation of the effectiveness of Women
Entrepreneurship Programs (WEPs) provides valuable insights into the
impact of these programs on women entrepreneurs. Athayde (2009)
emphasized the necessity of evaluating enterprise programs to provide
evidence of their effectiveness to policymakers and guide future enterprise
policy direction. This highlights the importance of rigorous evaluation as a
basis for policy decisions and program improvements. Moreover, the study
by Azlan et al. (2022) evaluated the effectiveness of the Women
Entrepreneurship Program, demonstrating its positive impact on the
performance of women entrepreneurs. These studies contribute to
understanding the contextual factors and effectiveness of entrepreneurship
programs for women. This proves the positive impact of specific
entrepreneurship programs on the skills and performance of women
entrepreneurs.  In contrast, Fairlie et al. (2015) conducted a large,
randomized evaluation in the United States and found no strong or lasting
effects of subsidized entrepreneurship training on individuals with credit or
human capital constraints. This study provides a critical perspective on the
limitations and challenges of WEPs in meeting the needs of women
entrepreneurs.  Furthermore, Coelho et al. (2018) emphasized the
importance of analyzing the evaluations of entrepreneurship training
programs based on the opinions of managers, teachers, and participants to
prove their impact on participants' lives. This underlines the importance of
multi-stakeholder perspectives when evaluating the effectiveness of WFPs.
In addition, Lyons and Zhang (2017) went beyond estimating the average
effect of entrepreneurship education on career outcomes and examined the
heterogeneity of treatment effects to create a more nuanced understanding of
who benefits from entrepreneurship programs. This highlights the need for
tailored approaches to assess the impact of WEPs on different groups of
women entrepreneurs.

Chu et al. (2022) emphasize the importance of standardized data,
comparative  studies, and measurement methods for women's
entrepreneurship to develop effective public policies and support systems,
highlighting the crucial role of data in policy decisions. Similarly, Presley et
al. (2015) stress the importance of standardized data collection and analysis
for monitoring public policies, applicable to women's entrepreneurship
policy development. Shepherd et al. (2019) also highlight the significance of
accessible standardized data for informed decision-making in public policy,
including support systems for women entrepreneurs.
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The literature review underscores female entrepreneurship's pivotal role
in fostering economic development and inclusivity, aligning closely with
this research's goals. It highlights key challenges, such as limited access to
finance and balancing business with family responsibilities, underscoring
the necessity for targeted support and tailored interventions. This review's
significance lies in laying a robust groundwork for formulating evidence-
based recommendations and indicators to enhance public policies at both
national and local levels, specifically focusing on advancing female
entrepreneurship. Furthermore, it advocates for leveraging scientific
evidence to design effective policies and support programs that cater
directly to the unique needs of women entrepreneurs, thereby aligning
closely with the research objectives.

Data and Methodology

To formulate recommendations for enhancing national and local
policies in the field of women's entrepreneurship, both desk and field
research methods were applied. The desk method involved gathering and
analyzing aggregate data relevant to the research, primarily focusing on the
legal and institutional framework, existing programs, projects, measures,
and support provided by LSGUs from 2019 to 2022. Field research was
conducted using survey and focus group methods.

Data necessary for analyzing the current state of support for women's
entrepreneurship at the local level and identifying areas for improvement
were collected through a survey. A semi-structured questionnaire was used
for the survey, covering topics such as the types of incentives provided, the
number of women benefiting from these incentives, the effectiveness of
incentive measures, and barriers encountered during implementation. The
aim of the survey was to gather quantitative data to enable analysis of the
current state of support for women's entrepreneurship at the local level and
identify areas for enhancement. The survey targeted a representative sample
of LSGUs. The sample included all LSGUs that provided support for
women's entrepreneurship from 2019 to 2022. A total of 32 LSGUs were
surveyed. The survey was distributed via email and completed online,
ensuring accessibility and ease of use for respondents. The survey was
conducted from August to September 2022. Participants in the survey were
representatives of LSGUs directly involved in the implementation of
incentive measures for women's entrepreneurship. To gain deeper insights
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into the effects and experiences of using support measures, the research
employed the focus group method. The focus group method facilitated the
collection of qualitative data through dynamic and direct interaction among
participants during a discussion guided and directed by a moderator using
predefined questions. The moderators guided the discussion according to the
following predefined set of questions: a) Basic characteristics - motivations
for starting entrepreneurial endeavors, years in business, support from
family and surroundings, key issues and challenges in business operations;
b) Use of incentive measures - types of incentive measures used,
experiences with applying for and implementing measures, assessment of
the effects of the measures used; c¢) Recommendations for enhancing
support measures. The focus group was conducted in October 2022 in
Kragujevac, at the premises of the City Administration. Seven women
entrepreneurs participated in the focus group, operating in various sectors
including traditional crafts, mushroom production and cultivation,
pharmaceuticals, vehicle maintenance and taxi services, pastry production,
apartment rentals, and social entrepreneurship. Selection criteria for
participants included motivation for starting entrepreneurial ventures, years
in business, and utilization of incentive measures. Participant selection was
carried out in collaboration with the Office for Local Economic
Development. Representatives from the City Administration of Kragujevac
and the Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities (SCTM) also
attended the focus group. The decision to conduct a single focus group in
Kragujevac was strategically made due to the city’s pivotal role as a
representative sample of the broader regional context. Kragujevac not only
serves as a key economic hub with a diverse range of industries but is also
one of the few cities in the region that has significantly implemented
policies supporting women's entrepreneurship. This made it an ideal
location for gathering valuable insights from women entrepreneurs across
various sectors. The participants were carefully selected to reflect the
diversity of the entrepreneurial landscape, ensuring that the findings would
be relevant and applicable to similar contexts within the region. Given
Kragujevac's proactive approach to supporting women entrepreneurs, the
conclusions drawn from this focus group are robust and provide a solid
foundation for broader recommendations
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Results and Discussion

The research results are crucial for understanding the current situation
and identifying areas that require improvement, enabling the formulation of
specific recommendations for enhancing national and local policies.

Overview of Integral Results

Through analysis, it has been determined that the legal framework in
the Republic of Serbia prohibits discrimination based on gender. The Labor
Law regulates rights and obligations in employment relationships, while the
Law on Occupational Health and Safety prescribes measures for women in
hazardous workplaces, particularly regarding maternity. The Law on Gender
Equality and the National Strategy for Gender Equality implement
international standards, including the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women. The institutional framework
includes various organizations and institutions. The Ministry of Economy
coordinates the work of the Development Agency of Serbia which supports
SMEs, including programs for women entrepreneurs. The Ministry of
Finance provides favorable loans through the Development Fund and offers
training. The Ministry of Labor regulates labor relations and workplace
safety, implementing employment policy measures for women. The
Ministry for Demography improves demographic policy. The Coordination
Body for Gender Equality monitors the implementation of laws and
strategies in the field of gender equality. Institutions such as the Serbian
Development Agency, the National Employment Service, the Business
Registers Agency, the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Serbia, and
the National Alliance for Local Economic Development provide specialized
support to women entrepreneurs.

The national legal framework in Serbia does not adequately recognize
the specific challenges faced by women entrepreneurs. While laws provide
general regulations, there is a lack of targeted programs to provide
additional support to women in entrepreneurship, such as access to financial
resources, specific education, and mentoring. Existing institutions offer
support to entrepreneurship but often lack specialization for women
entrepreneurs, failing to address their specific needs and challenges, such as
balancing business and family obligations, accessing support networks, and
overcoming market barriers. Analysis has identified the need to expand the
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gender perspective across all elements of the legal and institutional
framework. According to the European Institute for Gender Equality
(EIGE), integrating a gender perspective is crucial for achieving real
equality. Gender-responsive budgeting is recognized as an effective tool to
ensure that budgetary funds are used in ways that promote gender equality.
Serbia has taken steps in this direction, but there is room for further
improvement. The Gender Equality Index by EIGE shows that Serbia lags
behind the EU-28 average in all domains of gender equality. According to
the EIGE Index for 2023, Serbia has a score of 55.8, which is 11.6 index
points lower than the EU average. The largest gap is in the domain of
money, where Serbia trails by 19.4 index points, indicating significant
economic barriers faced by women, including lower wages, fewer
opportunities for advancement, and limited access to financial resources.
The data underscores the need for additional efforts and specific programs
to enable women entrepreneurs to overcome barriers and participate equally
in economic activities. According to the World Economic Forum's Global
Gender Gap Report for 2023, Serbia has dropped 15 places on the global
gender equality list, ranking 38th out of 146 countries. This decline
highlights worsening conditions for women in key areas such as economic
opportunities (Antonijevi¢ et al., 2022), education, health, and political
representation.

The second set of research results examined support through Local
Employment Action Plans (LEAP) as the primary framework for
implementing local employment policies. The data necessary for the
analysis were obtained from the SCTM. Research findings show that
significant financial resources were allocated for active employment
measures at the local level from 2019 to 2022, totaling over 2.4 billion RSD.
Cities allocated twice as much funding from their local budgets compared to
the national budget, indicating a commitment to local employment
initiatives. The total implemented funds for active employment measures
amounted to approximately 2 billion RSD, with an implementation rate of
87%. Women received an average of 48.9% of the total allocated funds for
active employment measures. Distribution of funds varied among different
territorial units, with cities generally having a higher percentage of female
participation compared to municipalities. The largest percentage of female
beneficiaries of active employment measures were in the age group of 25-29
years (15%). They were followed by women aged 30-34 years (14%) and
35-39 years (13.7%). The lowest participation was recorded in the age group
of 15-19 years (1.5%). Regarding educational qualifications, women with
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completed secondary education were the dominant beneficiaries (37%),
followed by women with a four-year university degree at 18%, and those
with higher vocational education at only 2%. A significant portion of female
beneficiaries belonged to vulnerable categories, with 45% being long-term
unemployed, 28.3% over the age of 50, and 23.8% under the age of 30,
highlighting the effectiveness of employment measures in targeting women
facing significant barriers to employment. From 2019 to 2022, a total of 2
billion RSD was allocated for subsidies for opening new jobs and self-
employment, with nearly 1 billion RSD (49.3%) granted to women. Women
utilized subsidies more for self-employment than for creating new jobs. The
geographic distribution of subsidies showed that cities like Nis, Novi Sad,
and Smederevo received the highest amounts for opening new jobs, while
municipalities like Raska, Vladi¢in Han, and Svrljig led in subsidies for
self-employment. The participation of women varied significantly among
these regions, reflecting local socio-economic conditions.

The third set of research results obtained through a survey examined
the level of support provided by local governments to women's
entrepreneurship and women's employment. According to the survey
findings, 67% of representatives from LSGUs confirmed that women's
entrepreneurship and women's employment were recognized in their
strategic planning documents, while 33% gave a negative response. This
indicates a significant but not universally comprehensive approach to
integrating a gender perspective into local strategic plans. Regarding support
for women's employment and entrepreneurship from 2019 to 2022, 64% of
LSGU representatives confirmed their support, while 36% stated they did
not provide such support. Among those who provided support, 58% cited
specific documents or projects through which this support was
implemented, with LEAPs being the most frequently mentioned overarching
support programs. Active employment policy measures, such as subsidies
for self-employment, were the most common means of supporting women's
entrepreneurship, applied in more than 50% of LSGU. Additionally,
subsidies for employing unemployed persons from harder-to-employ
categories and public works were also significant support mechanisms. The
total amount of funds realized for supporting women's entrepreneurship and
women's employment amounted to approximately 102,710,600 RSD, 6,955
USD, and 88,745 EUR. This funding supported over 430 women, with
individual support ranging from approximately 22,000 RSD to 480,000
RSD. Monitoring of support implementation was conducted through various
mechanisms, including annual reports, data from the Business Registers
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Agency, city-level commissions, and visits from the National Employment
Service.

The fourth set of data collected through a focus group analyzed the
motivations, use of incentives, and effects of these measures among women
entrepreneurs. Motivations for starting entrepreneurial ventures included
necessity entrepreneurship, passion for their work, job loss, difficulty
finding new employment, balancing family and business obligations, and a
desire for financial independence. Women entrepreneurs are often dedicated
and prepared for hard work, with significant support from their families,
especially spouses. Most participants utilized various forms of support,
including local budgets, subsidies from the National Employment Service,
and support from the Ministry of Trade and Tourism. There was a
highlighted need to enhance support by providing funds for trade fairs,
streamlining  administrative  procedures,  improving  information
dissemination, and providing advisory support. The effects of these
measures were assessed as positive, particularly in facilitating the
employment of new workers. Key recommendations from the focus group
participants for enhancing existing support measures and programs include:
a) Establishing a local office to provide information and technical support
for starting businesses; b) Simplifying administrative and technical
procedures for applying to public calls/competitions for incentives; c)
Providing free accounting and legal services in the first year of business; d)
Developing a mobile application with information on available programs
and support measures for women entrepreneurs; e¢) Allocating funds to
finance the participation of women entrepreneurs in domestic and
international trade fairs as part of the Local Economic Development Plan.
These recommendations aim to contribute to greater economic inclusivity
for women and strengthen their entrepreneurial potential in Serbia, building
on their past experiences and insights.

Recommendations for Improving National and Local Policies in
the Field of Women's Entrepreneurship

Based on the research results, recommendations have been generated to
improve local and national policies in the field of women's entrepreneurship.
To enhance local policies supporting women's entrepreneurship, the
following recommendations are proposed:
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1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

7)

8)

Establishing a strategic approach to the development of
women's entrepreneurship by introducing women entrepreneurs
as a distinct category in planning and implementing measures
aimed at local economic development.

Creating a database on women entrepreneurs, which involves
making decisions regarding the type of data, data sources, data
collection methods, frequency of data collection and analysis, data
management activities, identifying responsible parties, and
allocating budget resources for funding these activities.
Conducting an evaluation of implemented measures from the
Local Economic Development Plan according to a predetermined
methodology and establishing mechanisms to use evaluation
results as a basis for improving existing measures and creating
new incentive measures.

Enhancing the efficiency of implementing local employment
policies by monitoring the effects and evaluating the implemented
measures from the LEAPs according to a predetermined
methodology. This includes analyzing the needs of women
entrepreneurs and ensuring mechanisms are in place to incorporate
the evaluation and analysis results into the LEAP development
process.

Launching a campaign to raise awareness about the
importance of women's entrepreneurship for local economic
development. The campaign aims to increase visibility by
showcasing successful local women entrepreneurs, thereby
empowering, and promoting women's entrepreneurship.

Creating local portals for women's entrepreneurship to ensure
full and timely information for women entrepreneurs about
available programs and support measures.

Providing expert and advisory support for women
entrepreneurs through measures such as offering free legal,
financial, marketing, and other services in the first year of
operation.

Expanding support for women entrepreneurs to include other
aspects of business beyond employment, such as capacity building
through training in financial management, business digitalization
(Lazi¢ et al., 2022), promotion, and local networking.
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9) Creating support measures for women entrepreneurs tailored
to identified specific needs based on the sector of activity, stage in
the entrepreneurial lifecycle, business goals, and similar factors.

10) Increasing the number of women utilizing incentives for
women entrepreneurship by establishing mechanisms to inform
about available measures and providing support during the
application process.

11)Increasing the percentage of the budget allocated for
incentives for women entrepreneurship based on goals defined
in strategic planning documents.

To enhance national policies in supporting women's entrepreneurship,
the following recommendations are proposed:

1) Systematic approach in establishing policies for the
development of women entrepreneurship, considering existing
national strategic documents, and aligning with the European
integration process and EU strategic documents. To systematically
develop policies to support women's entrepreneurship, it is
recommended to systematically integrate a gender perspective into
the legal framework and develop a specific strategy with an action
plan for the development of women's entrepreneurship, along with
establishing a monitoring and reporting system to track the
implementation progress of defined goals and activities. The
implementation of this recommendation is considered significantly
realistic, as neighboring countries such as Croatia and Montenegro
have already implemented similar strategies. Furthermore, national
decision-makers emphasize the need to adopt a Strategy for
improving the position of women in business.

2) Considering recommendations to enhance existing measures, the
creation of new national support programs tailored to the
specific needs of women entrepreneurs is proposed. Moving
away from a "one size fits all" approach in designing support
measures involves creating programs that align with the specific
needs of women entrepreneurs based on sectors, stages in the
entrepreneurial lifecycle, or other relevant criteria.

3) Improving the institutional framework through the
establishment of a specialized institution dedicated to the
development of women's entrepreneurship is recommended.
The suggestion is to integrate the activities of this institution at the
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national level with specialized branches responsible for the
development of women entrepreneurship at the LSGU level.

4) Collecting and analyzing data on women entrepreneurs at the
national level as a basis for evidence-based policymaking is
recommended. This data collection should be conducted by
national institutions already involved in gathering and analyzing
statistical data, such as the Statistical Office of the Republic of
Serbia, and the National Employment Service, among others. A
good example of adopting recommendations of this kind is the
initiative proposed by the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of
Serbia to the Ministry of Economy. This initiative was adopted
through an amendment to Article 9a of the Companies Act,
introducing gender as a mandatory data point for registration under
this law.

5) Implementing entrepreneurship, with a specific focus on
women's entrepreneurship, as a mandatory subject in the
curriculum of primary and secondary schools, as well as
universities, aims to achieve the following objectives: promoting
entrepreneurship, developing entrepreneurial skills, and changing
attitudes towards entrepreneurship as a career choice (Ognjenovic,
2022)

6) Improving access to funding sources for women entrepreneurs
through establishing dedicated funds and enhancing financial
literacy among women, along with developing capacities in
financial management, is crucial.

By implementing the recommendations, improvement in support for
women's entrepreneurship and increased economic inclusivity of women at
all levels can be expected. Key indicators crucial for monitoring and
evaluating programs and policies are shown in Table 1.
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Table 1: Indicators for monitoring the state of women entrepreneurship and
direct support from LSGUs

Target Target Target

Indicator I\l;;ﬁla: Value Value Value
Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

The share of women in the total 30% 40% 45% 50%

number of entrepreneurs

E emale entrepreneurship recognized Yes/No Yes Yes Yes

in local documents

LEAP adopted Yes/No Yes Yes Yes

Female entrepreneurship recognized

in the LED Program Yes/No Yes Yes Yes

Local database on women Yes/No Yes Yes Yes

entrepreneurs

The share of women in the total

number of beneficiaries of incentive * 1% 1% 50%

funds

% of the LSGU budget allocated to

incentives for women's o +10% +10% +10%

entrepreneurship

The degree of implementation of 60% 75% 85% 100%

planned support measures

Monitoring the effects of No Yes Yes Yes

implementing measures.

Source: According to the authors' research

Notes: *Average value for the LSGU from 2019 to 2022 ** Average percentage of the

LSGU budget allocated to the promotion of women's entrepreneurship for the respective
LSGU from 2019 to 2022.

These indicators enable measuring progress, identifying successes and
challenges, and directing resources towards effective interventions. They
also ensure transparency and accountability, allowing for tracking results
and the effects of measures.

Conclusion

The research findings validate the initial hypothesis that both national
and local policies aimed at promoting women's entrepreneurship can indeed
be substantially enhanced. They underscore the necessity for evidence-based
recommendations to refine policy frameworks. This research offers a
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thorough examination of Serbia's legal and institutional structures
supporting women's entrepreneurship, revealing crucial insights into current
strengths and areas requiring significant improvement. Despite a solid
foundation, the study indicates that existing measures often fail to
adequately address the distinct challenges faced by female entrepreneurs.
Key priorities for improvement include developing specialized support
programs tailored to women entrepreneurs' needs, integrating gender
perspectives comprehensively into all legal and institutional frameworks,
and ensuring continuous alignment with European and global standards.

The empirical data from surveys and focus groups highlight that
women, despite comprising a substantial portion of the entrepreneurial
sector, continue to face significant barriers. These obstacles include
restricted access to financial resources, inadequate training and mentorship
opportunities, and societal norms that hinder their business activities. The
need for more focused and efficient policy interventions is clear, with
recommendations emphasizing the importance of strengthening support
mechanisms, incorporating gender-sensitive budgeting, and enhancing data
collection and analysis capabilities.

By implementing the recommended actions and continuously
monitoring their impact through proposed indicators, policymakers can
significantly strengthen the economic inclusiveness and sustainability of
female entrepreneurship in Serbia. This strategic, data-driven approach not
only supports the vital role of women entrepreneurs in economic growth and
social development but also lays the groundwork for a more equitable and
dynamic entrepreneurial landscape. The insights and recommendations
derived from this research are crucial for informing future policy decisions,
ensuring that support for women entrepreneurs evolves to meet their
changing needs and maximizes their potential contributions to the broader
economy.

The potential for future research in this area is substantial. Further
studies could explore the long-term impact of these enhanced policy
measures on women's entrepreneurial success and economic contribution.
Comparative analyses between Serbia and countries with advanced gender-
sensitive entrepreneurial policies could provide deeper insights into best
practices and innovative approaches.
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ABSTRACT

The importance of lifelong learning and professional self-education in the
modern world is beyond doubt. The search for external and internal incentives to
increase people's interest in self-development is an important task for management
sciences. External motivation includes the efforts of managers and HR managers to
encourage employees to learn. In childhood and adolescence, parents, teachers
and professors perform this function. However, it is important to understand what
internal factors affect the desire for new knowledge and experience. According to
numerous studies, social intelligence plays this role, as it affects the formation of
positive qualities of a person from a social point of view. The purpose of this
research was to verify the correlation between the level of social intelligence of an
individual and his/her desire for self-development and additional training. The
survey was conducted on a sample of students from a private online school that
provides soft skills, financial and digital literacy training. The research results
have complemented the previous survey among senior university students to form a
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comprehensive picture. High statistical reliability (p<0.001***) was found for a
significant relationship between social intelligence and its components and the
desire to study further. The research results indicate the importance of developing
a person’s social intelligence in order to stimulate professional self-education.
Increasing the level of employees’ competence has a positive influence on their
loyalty to the corporate culture, enhancing the personnel security of enterprises.

KEYWORDS: social intelligence, social skills, social awareness, social
perception, social capital, self-development, soft skills, meta-skills

Introduction

The concept of lifelong learning and additional education is firmly
rooted in the ideas of life and professional success of a modern person.
Managers and educators are, therefore, looking for effective mechanisms to
encourage future and current employees to pursue additional learning,
expand their knowledge and acquire additional skills. This process takes
place in two directions. The first one is related to external factors, including
positive and negative motivation. The second direction is to stimulate
personal qualities that are responsible for the tendency to self-development.
Social intelligence can be seen as one of the candidates for this role. Despite
the great importance of social intelligence for HR management, it was
hardly studied in management, usually appearing in works on psychology
and pedagogy. That is why this research is designed to actualize the
importance of social intelligence to maintain corporate culture and ensure
personnel security of the enterprise, in particular by increasing the
competitiveness of employees through their professional self-development.

The previous research by Ukrainian scientists Liadskyi and Diachkov
(2022) revealed the influence of this cognitive factor on a person’s desire to
develop soft skills by using a survey among university students. Broadening
and deepening the horizons has a positive effect on the social competencies
of people, allowing them to strengthen their own social capital - trust and
respect in society. It is important to learn how to develop these skills at the
stage of professional training of future specialists, starting with secondary
and higher education institutions. Private educational centers play an
important role alongside state colleges and universities, as they tend to
attract the most motivated students. Therefore, the researchers focused on
students at DarwinLand, a private online school that develops various soft
skills (team building, creativity, leadership, etc.) as well as specialized
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training for future programmers and 3D designers. This institution attracted
attention due to the large number of students and their motivation to pass
various tests.

Research by N. Igbal and co-authors (2023) found that students in
private educational institutions have a higher level of social intelligence than
students in state institutions. They also found a correlation between the level
of social intelligence and the academic performance of the students.

The working concept of the research is that people with developed
social intelligence tend to self-educate, value new experiences and
knowledge, and are willing to invest their time in self-development, starting
from school and throughout their whole lives. Such behavior has a positive
influence on the formation of their social capital, i.e. respect and trust from
others. Accordingly, social intelligence management of future and current
employees can positively affect the personnel and economic security of an
enterprise and increase the competitiveness of the company.

Literature Review

The realities of the modern world require employees to develop in a
harmonious way, which includes the equal development of soft skills as
well as hard skills. Employers are looking for an ideal candidate who can
combine both types of skills (Lamri, 2023). This is impossible without in-
depth self-education, as schools and even universities in the post-Soviet
space do not yet pay much attention to the development of soft skills.

The labor market requires workers to have developed soft skills due to
their ability to provide flexibility and adaptability to the changes of today.
There is a significant demand for critical and analytical thinking, problem-
solving, communication skills and creativity (Poldkova, 2023).

An important task for management sciences and pedagogy is to teach
present-day students, who will become future employees, to transfer
learning outcomes and acquired skills to different paradigms of the modern
world that is constantly changing. It is also important to incentivize young
people to learn throughout their lives (Bajis, 2020). It is reasonable to
consider such a cognitive ability as social intelligence from the point of
view of forming a person’s professional profile. The graduates of higher
education institutions should be prepared for professional life and work
under the new economic conditions when the effectiveness of professional
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activity depends not only on qualifications, but also on the ability to
establish constructive relationships with other people.

Social intelligence is becoming a necessary professional quality for any
person who aspires to successful professional and social activities (Paladi,
2023). It helps a person to acquire psychological and social maturity
(Avlaev, 2021), which in turn promotes strong professional, friendly or
family relationships.

Social intelligence is a system of cognitive properties of a person, the
formation of which largely determines the effectiveness of communication.
This component of communicative competence determines the ability of an
individual to solve various communication tasks to ensure effective
interaction between subjects (Ivashkevych, 2023). Social intelligence is a
person’s ability to build and maintain healthy interpersonal relationships in
small and large teams (Boyatzis, 2020).

Numerous studies show that social intelligence is related to employee
performance (Rotich, 2023), creativity (Katou, 2021), corporate engagement
(Sanwal, 2023) and company loyalty (Eketu, 2019), which may be related to
their worldview, communication skills and level of social capital. The
connection with the ability to accumulate and share knowledge
(Kularajasingam, 2022) and the ability to use it effectively is also important.

The scientific literature is actively promoting the point of view that
social intelligence can be attributed to meta-skills that determine the desire
to learn and develop other useful skills (Senova, 2021). British researchers
Spencer and Lucas (2021) propose to refer to social intelligence and other
meta-skills as the so-called skills 4.0 - the most important competencies of
our time.

The TROMSO test developed by Norwegian scientists Silvera et al.
(2001), who identified three main components of social intelligence, has
gained popularity among express methods of assessing social intelligence.

These are the components:

1. Social information processing (SP);
2. Social skills (SS);
3. Social awareness (SA).

These components of social intelligence cover various aspects of an
individual: sensitivity to external factors, the ability to build an effective
communication strategy, and knowledge of the necessary norms, rules, and
traditions.
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Social information processing SP is a process that involves perceiving,
understanding, and interpreting information related to social situations and
interaction with other people. This process includes awareness of external
factors, such as body language, emotions, and intentions of others as well as
using this information to build effective communication and interaction with
other people. Social information processing comes in both conscious and
unconscious forms (Cooke, 2017), relying on a person’s feelings and
intuition. The second type is formed on the basis of conscious perception,
combined with emotions and becoming automatic. The component of social
intelligence SP is important for career promotion and gaining a dominant
position in society (Mast, 2020), as it makes it possible to better understand
current trends and choose the right communication strategies.

Social skills SS are skills that help us to interact with other people. This
includes the ability to communicate effectively, understand other people's
feelings and emotions, resolve conflicts and collaborate with others. Social
skills also include the ability to listen to others and show empathy and
respect for others. These skills help us to build positive relationships with
others and achieve success in various areas of life. Social skills enable more
effective interactions with others, particularly in maintaining a positive
atmosphere in the workplace (Soto, 2024) and overcoming conflict
situations and misunderstandings (Breil, 2022).

Social awareness SA is the ability to be attentive to and understand the
social environment in which we find ourselves. It means being aware of the
situations that affect us and our interlocutors, the norms and rules of
behavior that need to be followed, and the traditions that need to be
respected. Social awareness also includes understanding how our actions
and words can affect other people. It helps us to establish harmonious
relationships with others, show empathy and respect for others, and be
successful in social relationships. The rapid development of social media
has only increased the importance of social awareness SA for the modern
person (Ye, 2019), turning it into an important skill for adaptation to
changes in the digital world. These components of social intelligence, along
with other personal qualities, have a powerful influence on the further
outcomes of a person’s life (Soto, 2019), so future employees should
actively develop them from childhood.
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Data and Methods

The survey was conducted on a sample of 369 students aged 12-17
from DarwinLand, a private Ukrainian online school. There were 198
women and 171 men. The express questionnaire TROMSO was used. It
consists of three blocks of questions, with 7 questions in each block, for a
total of 21 questions. This test allows for the assessment of the development
of three basic components of social intelligence, namely SP, SS, and SA.
Due to the equivalence of each of the questions, there is no need to
introduce additional coefficients to determine the overall level of social
intelligence. The developers of this test indicate the acceptable internal
reliability of the indicators, with Social information processing = 0.81,
Social skills = 0.86, and Social awareness = 0.79 according to Cronbach's
coefficient. Their uniform distribution can be observed in determining the
level of social intelligence, which does not require the introduction of
additional coefficients.

The list of questions is as follows:

Social information processing (SP)

—  “I'am able to predict the possible behavior of other people”.

—  “I know how other people will feel after my actions”.

—  “lunderstand the feelings of others well”.

—  “Itis easy for me to understand other people’s desires”.

—  “l understand the ambitions of others with no questions asked”.
—  “I can predict the reaction of others to my behavior”.

—  “Thanks to the facial expressions and body language of others, 1
can often understand what they really mean”.

Social skills (SS)
“I feel uncomfortable among strangers”.

—  “I can easily adapt to different social situations”.

—  “I get to know new people quickly and adapt to new situations”.
—  “Ifind it difficult to establish relationships with other people”.
—  “It takes me a long time to understand other people well”.

— “It is easy for me to find the right words in a conversation with
strangers”.

—  “It is difficult for me to find an interesting topic for conversation”.
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Social awareness (SA)
“I find it difficult to understand other people’s choices”.
— “People’s actions often surprise me”.
—  “Ido not know why other people get angry with me”.

2

—  “When I say what I think, people often get angry or annoyed”.
—  “People seem unpredictable to me”.
—  “I often offend others without even realizing it”.
—  “I am often surprised by the reaction of others to my actions”.
The answers were rated on a scale from 1 to 7, where the first unit
corresponds to the statement “Not at all about me” and the number seven
corresponds to “Completely about me”.

Three additional questions, which were also assessed on a seven-point
scale, helped to identify the level of self-education among respondents:

1. “How much do you enjoy attending various clubs and sections?”
2. “Do you like reading informative literature?”

3. “Do you think that success in the future depends on persistent
professional self-education?"

The main scientific hypotheses were three assumptions aimed at
studying the gender peculiarities of the relationship between social
intelligence and a person’s desire to learn and develop:

— The first hypothesis is that the influence of social intelligence and
its components on the voluntary desire to receive additional
training and study is more pronounced for men than for women.
— This is justified by the fact that an increase in the level of social
intelligence in a person encourages him or her to receive not only
formalized education (secondary or higher), but also to develop
meta-skills and soft skills within the framework of professional
activities through participation in professional associations, clubs,
sections, etc.

— The second hypothesis is related to the belief that women with
developed social intelligence are more interested in reading books
than men. This is because women generally tend to show a greater
interest in literature and fiction, which often feature complex
characters, emotional plots and interpersonal relationships.

— The third hypothesis assumes that the influence of social
intelligence and its components on understanding the importance
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of self-education for building a successful future is equal for both
men and women. This is because our previous research showed
that entrepreneurial, political or civically active women exhibit
nearly the same level of social intelligence as men, which confirms
their equal chances of building a career in the public sphere
(Palas¢akova, 2023). This is due to the ‘blurring’ of gender in
most professions in the modern labor market, so the issue of self-
education is equivalent for men and women.

The anonymous online survey was conducted using a questionnaire
created in a Google form. The results of the survey were interpreted using
Microsoft Excel. The correlation between the two variables was established
using Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient, according to the
recommendations of Bosniuk (2020), where the independent variable X is
social intelligence and its components, and the dependent variable Y is a
commitment to professional self-education. The correlation results were
interpreted according to the recommendations of Turan (2020) based on the
Chaddock scale, which allows for determining the strength of the
relationship between two variables: 0.1-0.3 - weak; 0.3-0.5 - moderate; 0.5-
0.7 - medium; 0.7-0.9 - strong; 0.9-1.0 - very strong.

Results and Discussion

The research revealed a statistically significant (p<0,001 ***) positive
correlation between social intelligence and the desire for additional training,
interest in professional literature, and awareness of the importance of self-
education in order to achieve life success.

Table 1: Gender division of survey participants

Women 53,7 %
Men 46,3 %

Source: developed by the authors on the basis of their own research

The level of social intelligence of female and male participants was
found to be no different and demonstrated an average score of 4.3 points,
which confirms our previous research, which found that men and women do
not have significant differences in this respect (Palas¢akova, 2023). Success
in social, entrepreneurial and political activity depends on social
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intelligence, regardless of gender. Students of a private online school also
demonstrated homogeneity in terms of social competencies and knowledge.

Having analyzed the answers to the first question “How much do you
enjoy attending various clubs and sections?”, a statistically significant
correlation (p<0.001***) with the level of social intelligence development
was found, as shown in Table 2.

Table 2: Influence of social intelligence and its components on the desire to
study and receive additional education

TROMSO test _ Social Social Social ~ General level
. . information . of social

criterion . skills awareness . .

processing intelligence

Spearman’s . 0.336 0.413 0.188 0.391

correlation coefficient

Strength of correlation moderate, moderate, weak, moderate,

by the Chaddock scale positive positive positive positive

Statistical significance

of the property p=0,001***  p<0,001***  p<0.05* p=0,001***

dependence

Note: p<0.05 — low statistical significance; p<0.01 — medium statistical significance,
p=0,001 — high statistical significance.

Source: developed by the authors on the basis of their own research

When we compare the part of the sample having below-average SI
scores with those respondents who demonstrated a level above the average,
then in the answers to the question “How much do you enjoy attending
various clubs and sections?” the latter showed 18% higher interest in
additional activities on average. Separately, for the different components of
social intelligence, the samples with above-average answers prevail over the
rest of the respondents by 17%, 23%, and 8% in SP, SS, and SA,
respectively. The lowest level of correlation with the desire to attend clubs
and sections is demonstrated by social awareness (0.188), and the highest by
social skills (0.413), which indicates the importance of empathy and
sociability in order to be motivated to communicate with teachers and other
students beyond the standard attendance at a state educational institution.

The first hypothesis was the assumption that the influence of social
intelligence and its components on the desire for additional training and
education will be stronger for men than for women. The results of testing
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this hypothesis are shown in Tables 3 and 4. The general level of SI has a
positive correlation of medium strength with the desire for self-education
among men with high significance (p<0.001***), while among women this
indicator is weaker. The social intelligence components were analyzed
separately as follows. Among female respondents, a reliable (p<0.001***)
moderate positive correlation with the desire for self-improvement was
demonstrated by such SI components as social skills. In contrast, among
male respondents, it was social information processing, followed by social
skills. Social awareness revealed the lowest correlation with this parameter
for both genders.

Table 3. Influence of social intelligence and its components on the desire to
study and receive additional education among the female sample

TROMS® test _ Social Social Social ~ General level
. . information . of social

criterion . skills awareness . .

processing intelligence

Spearman’s . 0,224 0,387 0,005 0,274

correlation coefficient

f:)ﬁgg tlilo?qu the weak, moderate, weak, weak,

Chaddock chle positive. positive positive positive.

Statistical

significance of the p>0.05 p=0,001***  p>0.05 p=0.05*

property dependence

Note: p<0.05 — low statistical significance; p<0.01 — medium statistical significance,
p=0,001 — high statistical significance.

Source: developed by the authors on the basis of their own research

The research results confirm the validity of the first hypothesis — the
influence of social intelligence and its components on the desire to study
and receive additional education will be stronger for men than for women.
At the same time, encouraging girls to study is the first step towards
achieving gender equality in society (Wenzel, 2020).
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Table 4. Influence of social intelligence and its components on the desire to
study and receive additional education among the male sample

TROMS® test _ Social Social Social ~ Generallevel
. . information . of social
criterion . skills awareness . .
processing intelligence
Spearman’s 0.446 0.418 0,348 0,506
correlation coefficient
Strength of moderate, moderate,  moderate, medium,
correlation by the . o o oo
Chaddock scale positive positive positive positive
Statistical

significance of the p=0,001***  p<0,001***  p<0.01**  p<0,00]***
property dependence

Note: p<0.05 — low statistical significance; p<0.01 — medium statistical significance,
p=0,001 — high statistical significance.

Source: developed by the authors on the basis of their own research

Books are considered to be one of the best helpers on the way to self-
development of personality. Both extroverts and introverts are fond of them,
as reading does not involve active communication with others. Accordingly,
this SI component of social awareness showed a high level of correlation.
However, it is difficult to unambiguously answer the question of what is the
prerequisite - either a higher level of SA induces a passion for books, or
active reading develops social awareness. These processes are most likely
interrelated, stimulating each other. When we compare the part of the
sample with below-average SI scores with those respondents who
demonstrated a level above the average, then in the answers to the question
“Do you like reading informative literature?” the latter averaged 36% higher
interest in reading, which can be seen in Table 5. Separately, for different
components of social intelligence, the samples with above-average answers
prevail over the rest of the respondents by 21%, 35%, and 40% for SP, SS,
and SA, respectively. The highest level of correlation with interest in books
is demonstrated by social awareness (0.373), and the lowest is demonstrated
by social information processing (0.270), as reflected in the above
percentages, where SA also dominates over other components of social
intelligence.
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Table 5. Influence of social intelligence and its components on interest in
reading informative books

TROMSG® test . Social Social Social ~ Ceneral level
e . information . of social

criterion . skills awareness . .

processing intelligence

Spearman’s . 0.270 0.323 0.373 0.380

correlation coefficient

Strength of correlation weak, moderate, moderate, moderate,

by the Chaddock scale positive. positive positive positive

Statistical significance

of the property p=0.01**  p<0,001*** p<0,001***  p<0,001***

dependence

Note: p<0.05 — low statistical significance;, p<.,01 — medium statistical significance;
p=0,001 — high statistical significance.
Source: developed by the authors on the basis of their own research

The next hypothesis was the assumption that women with developed
social intelligence are more interested in reading books than men. It was
partially confirmed in our experiment. Women were indeed 15% more
likely to be interested in books, given the respondents’ answers. However,
the influence of social intelligence and its individual components again
indicates equal susceptibility of men and women to this cognitive ability, as
can be seen by comparing Tables 6 and 7. A similar trend is confirmed by
studies of female entrepreneurs (Prakash, 2023).

Table 6. Influence of social intelligence and its components on interest in
reading informative books among women

Social Social Social General level
TROMSO test criterion information . of social
. skills awareness .
processing intelligence
Spearman’s correlation 0,207 0,274 0,381 0,349
coefficient
Strength of correlation by the moderate, moderate, moderate, moderate,
Chaddock scale positive positive  positive positive

Statistical significance of the

property dependence p>0.05  p<0.05* p<0.0I**  p<0.0I**

Note: p<0.05 — low statistical significance; p<0.01 — medium statistical significance,
p=0,001 — high statistical significance.
Source: developed by the authors on the basis of their own research
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When we compare women with a level of social intelligence above and
below average among the sample in terms of their desire to read books, the
difference between them is 33% in favor of the former. For men, the gap is
even more obvious. If we compare the results of men with a level of social
intelligence development above and below average among the sample, then
the difference between them is 53% in favor of the former. Therefore, the
hypothesis that women with developed social intelligence are more
interested in reading books than men turned out to be wrong. Both samples
demonstrated the influence of social intelligence on reading motivation.
Moreover, this difference was more significant among the male sample.

Table 7: Influence of social intelligence and its components on the interest
in reading informative books among men

TROMSO test . Soc1al' Social Social General.level
. . information . of social

criterion . skills awareness . .

processing intelligence

Spearman’s . 0,328 0,381 0,376 0,392

correlation coefficient

Strength of correlation moderate, moderate, moderate, moderate,

by the Chaddock scale positive positive positive positive

Statistical significance

of the property p=0.05* p0.01**  p<0.01** p=0.01%*

dependence

Note: p<0.05 — low statistical significance; p<0.01 — medium statistical significance,
p=0,001 — high statistical significance.

Source: developed by the authors on the basis of their own research

In accordance with the ideas about the importance of self-education,
the respondents formed the belief that additional knowledge and skills are
necessary for future success in life, in particular when applying for a job.
The results of the survey are presented in Table 8.
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Table 8: Influence of social intelligence and its components on
understanding the importance of self-education for professional and
personal development

Social Social General level
TROMSO test criterion information Social skills of social
) awareness .
processing intelligence
Spearman’s correlation 0.295 0.288 0.292 0.345
coefficient
Strength of correlation weak, weak, weak, moderate,
by the Chaddock scale positive positive positive positive

Statistical significance of

skkk skkk skkk skkk
the property dependence  P<0-00! p<0,001*** p<0,001 p<0,001

Note: p<0.05 — low statistical significance; p<0.01 — medium statistical significance,
p=0,001 — high statistical significance.

Source: developed by the authors on the basis of their own research

The general level of social intelligence demonstrated a statistically
significant positive influence on a person’s beliefs about the importance of
professional self-education. When comparing the part of the sample with
below-average SI scores with those respondents who demonstrated an
above-average level, the latter showed an average of 21% higher conviction
in the validity of this statement when answering the question “Do you think
that future success depends on persistent professional self-education?”

Separately for different components of social intelligence, the samples
with above-average answers prevail over the rest of the respondents by 11%,
13%, and 16% for SP, SS, and SA, respectively. The third hypothesis
assumes that the influence of social intelligence and its components on
understanding the importance of self-education for building a successful
future is equal for both men and women. The comparison of Tables 9 and 10
proves the validity of this assumption. Both samples found almost the same
level of influence of social intelligence on a person's self-awareness, both in
terms of reliability (p<0.01**) and the strength of the correlation on the
Cheddock scale, which turned out to be moderate. Thus, gender equality
was proved without the perceived advantage of either gender in the context
of the social intelligence of an individual. Both men and women with
developed SI are characterized by better motivation for learning and self-
education and see it as a guarantee of a successful future.
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Table 9: Influence of social intelligence and its components on
understanding the importance of self-education for professional and
personal development among women

Social Social Social General level
TROMSO test criterion information . of social
. skills awareness . .
processing intelligence
Spearman’s correlation 0,248 0,298 0,259 0,342
coefficient
Strength of correlation by moderate, moderate, moderate, moderate,
the Chaddock scale positive positive positive positive

Statistical significance of

k % k skk
the property dependence p=<0.05 p=0.05 p=<0.05 p=<0.01

Note: p<0,05 — low statistical significance; p<0,01 — medium statistical significance,
p=0,001 — high statistical significance.
Source: developed by the authors on the basis of their own research

The only notable difference, though small, that could hint at future
research prospects is the relationship between individual components of
social intelligence (SI) and the recognition of self-education's importance. A
comparison of Tables 9 and 10 reveals the following peculiarity - the
highest level of correlation among women is demonstrated by social
competencies, while in contrast, among men this component showed the
lowest value in comparison with others.

Table 10: Influence of social intelligence and its components on
understanding the importance of self-education for professional and
personal development among men

Social Social Social General level
TROMSO test criterion information . of social
. skills awareness . .
processing intelligence
Spearman’s correlation 0,356 0,292 0,322 0,353
coefficient
Strength of correlation by moderate, moderate, moderate, moderate,
the Chaddock scale positive positive positive positive

Statistical significance of

skk % % skk
the property dependence p=<0.01 p=<0.05 p=0.05 p=<0.01

Note: p<0,05 — low statistical significance; p<0,01 — medium statistical significance,
p=0,001 — high statistical significance.
Source: developed by the authors on the basis of their own research
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The previous research on a sample of senior university students found a
statistically significant (p < 0.05*) direct relationship between social
intelligence and the desire for self-development among students (Liadskyi,
2022). The ability to process social information was associated with the
desire to learn soft skills with even higher significance (p < 0.07**). The
research results showed that 67% of respondents have above-average levels
of social intelligence. Social information processing, characterized by the
ability to correctly identify the feelings and emotions of others, empathy and
speed of perception of social signals, was the most expressed component.
Seventy percent of respondents developed this criterion very well.
Motivation for self-development and learning additional knowledge was
demonstrated by 79% of the surveyed students. These are not the only
studies of social intelligence, carried out in the framework of the current
research work. In general, this is a research work on the subject of the
departmental theme (initiative research topic) ‘Management of social
intelligence in the context of ensuring personnel security of enterprises and
social stability of the country’ (2023-2026) of Poltava State Agrarian
University. A significant impact (p<0.001***) of social intelligence on a
person's ability to resist bullying and help others to overcome conflict
situations was established. A statistically significant impact (p<0.01**) of
social intelligence on labor market pricing in the context of wage formation
was found. A statistical relationship of social intelligence (p<0.05*) with the
entrepreneurial and social activity of a person was revealed, which equally
characterizes men and women. The study of the relationship between social
intelligence and patriotism showed a significant tendency (p<0.001***) to
motivate young people to support their nation, state and armed forces
(Palasc¢akova, 2023).

Combining the results of both studies with more than 500 respondents,
it can be stated that social intelligence is crucial for the formation of interest
in professional self-education and soft-skills training. Among the individual
SI components studied, social skills (motivation for additional learning) and
social awareness (reading additional professional literature) demonstrated
the greatest influence on these indicators.

Although the ability to process social information was, on average,
inferior to other components of social intelligence, the answers to the
question “How much do you enjoy attending various clubs and sections?”
showed it had twice the level of motivation compared to social awareness.
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This highlights the importance of this cognitive ability in forming the
professional profile of an employee, intern or student.

Conclusion

Social intelligence is one of the main soft skills that motivate
individuals to study harder, develop professionally, and educate themselves.
Our research found no significant gender differences between the effects of
social intelligence on the listed components. Two of the three hypotheses
that were posed at the beginning of the research found their confirmation.
Firstly, it concerns the assumption that the influence of social intelligence
and its components on the desire for additional education and learning will
be more expressed for men than for women. Secondly, the influence of SI
and its components on the understanding of the importance of self-education
for building a successful future for both men and women was found to be
equivalent. The hypothesis related to the belief that women with developed
social intelligence are more interested in reading books than men turned out
to be wrong, since the interest in reading among representatives of both
genders increased in accordance with the growth of SI and its components.

Introducing training, lectures and workshops to develop social
intelligence among schoolchildren, students and employees will definitely
help to increase the level of cognitive abilities of the community, which will
encourage them to use their potential more actively for self-realization.

One of the limitations of our study could be the relatively small sample
of participants, which may affect the overall representativeness of the
results. In future studies, we plan to expand the scope of the data and engage
a more diverse group of participants, particularly in terms of age and social
status, in order to obtain more accurate and comprehensive results. It is
also important to study the impact of social intelligence on professional
growth and interpersonal relationships. This can broaden our understanding
of the meaning of social intelligence and its impact on human success.
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ABSTRACT

The paper examines the digital skills of key stakeholders in the Serbian
tourism industry (supply side) to identify potential gender gaps in digital
proficiency. Employing a cross-sectional survey of 418 participants within the
tourism industry, we utilized binomial logistic regression to parse out the effects of
gender relative to other socio-demographic variables on digital skills. The
descriptive results based on DigComp 2.0 methodology reveal notable gender
differences, with women showing higher levels of information and communication
skills but lagging men in problem-solving and content manipulation skills.
However, the binomial logistic regression analysis indicates that gender does not
significantly predict digital skill levels in the Serbian tourism sector. Instead, age
and education are significant factors, with older individuals less likely to possess
advanced digital skills and higher education levels correlating with greater digital
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proficiency. These findings underscore the critical role of education (formal and
informal) in digital skills building, suggesting that comprehensive and targeted
educational initiatives could effectively enhance digital skills and competencies
across the sector.

KEYWORDS: digital skills, tourism sector, gender gap, women, Serbia

Introduction

In today’s rapidly digitalizing landscape, mastering digital skills is
essential in all professional fields, including tourism. Incorporating digital
technologies has fundamentally revolutionized how businesses operate and
interpersonal communication, making the development of digital skills a
fundamental element for individual and organizational performance.

The significance of digital skills extends prominently into tourism, an
industry undergoing profound transformations due to digitalization. The
contemporary tourism sector increasingly relies on digital technologies to
enhance visitor experiences, streamline operations, and tailor services to
consumer preferences. From virtual tours and online bookings to digital
marketing strategies and customer engagement through social media,
leveraging digital tools is indispensable. Digital transformation not only
improves accessibility and convenience but also opens up new avenues for
cultural exchange and economic development. It allows tourism providers to
reach a global audience, adapt to changing consumer behaviors, and respond
dynamically to market trends. As such, digital skills are essential for
stakeholders within the tourism sector to capitalize on these opportunities.

Serbian tourism holds significant potential due to its rich cultural and
natural resources, pivotal for economic and regional development.
Recognizing this, there is a compelling need to enhance all aspects of this
sector to better integrate Serbia into the global tourism market (Mici¢,
2018). Strategic efforts incorporated in the last Tourism Development
Strategy for the Republic of Serbia from 2016 to 2025 involve enhancing
infrastructure, promoting regional tourism, and integrating sustainable
practices to ensure long-term growth in this sector (Gushchina, Nesterova,
& Hussein, 2023). However, the evaluation of the Strategy revealed
significant challenges facing Serbian tourism, particularly the lack of
adequate digitalization. Specifically, the Strategy failed to sufficiently
address the digitalization needs of the sector, rendering it outdated. Apart
from the digital platform E-Turista and several initiatives to enhance digital
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literacy, there has been no systematic effort to develop comprehensive
digital capabilities within the sector. Considering that the current Strategy is
nearing the end of its implementation, conducting a more in-depth analysis
of digital skills in tourism is vital. Such research would provide the
necessary data and insights for developing the next Strategy, enabling
policymakers to formulate appropriate measures for enhancing this critical
dimension.

This study focuses on the tourism sector in Serbia, aiming to determine
the extent and nature of digital skills among male and female employees
(supply-side stakeholders). The research questions guiding this study are:

1. Is there a gender gap in the Serbian tourism sector regarding
digital skills?

2. Do socio-demographic variables exhibit a statistically significant
correlation with specific skills?

The inspiration for the research presented in this paper stemmed from
the findings of a previous study that demonstrated that gender does not have
a statistically significant impact on overall digital skills (Petkovi¢, et al.,
2024). However, it was decided to raise whether these findings hold for
various digital tasks performed by different groups of employees (i.e., the
catering sub-sector, tourism organizations, tourism agencies, travel guides,
tourism inspectors, and administrative officers).

The paper is organized as follows: the first part comprehensively
reviews the relevant literature. This section establishes the context for the
analysis by examining important themes and findings from previous studies
on gender inequalities in digital skills within the tourism sector. The
methodology section of the study describes the research design, data-
collecting procedures, and statistical tools used to investigate the proposed
relationships. The subsequent section presents the results, providing a
comprehensive description of the evidence regarding gender disparities in
different digital skills. The discussion section analyzes these results within
the framework of current literature. In conclusion, the paper provides a
concise overview of the main findings, constraints of the present study, and
recommendations for future investigation.

Literature Review

Despite the growing importance of digital skills in general, the gender
digital divide continues to disproportionately affect women, impacting
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various sociological and economic aspects of their lives (Lestaria &
Sunarto, 2018; Arroyo, 2020; Palomares-Ruiz et al., 2021a). Grande-de-
Prado et al. (2020) noted that women face challenges in digital problem-
solving, exhibit poorer navigation skills, and show less interest in ICT-
related skills than men despite greater familiarity with social media. Such
inequalities restrict access to information and communication technologies,
limiting women’s participation in the digital society and contributing to
financial disparities, including limited mobile and e-banking services
(Robinson et al., 2015; Kulkarni & Ghosh, 2021). Khumalo and Saurombe
(2022) highlighted that gender disparities in digital skills affect employment
opportunities and entrepreneurship while worsening inequalities in
healthcare, politics, and social capital (Robinson et al., 2015). In developing
countries, these challenges are exacerbated by socio-cultural norms
(Antonio & Tuffley, 2014; Drabowicz, 2014; Nakajima et al., 2016).
Achieving gender equality in digital access and skills is crucial for meeting
Sustainable Development Goals (Kashyap et al., 2020) and fostering
women’s entrepreneurial potential (Setiawati et al., 2022), which plays a
vital role in development indicators (Noor, Asghar & Sarwar, 2021).

Faced with swift technological progress, the tourism sector has
progressively acknowledged the need for digital competencies. Despite the
ongoing development of research in this field, recent studies offer valuable
insights into the current digital skills and the areas that must be addressed to
fulfill future requirements. Research highlights a growing mismatch
between current digital proficiency levels and the technological demands of
the tourism sector, with studies emphasizing the need for enhanced digital
education, skills in online marketing, social media, artificial intelligence,
and the development of online learning communities to foster continuous
improvement and competitiveness in the sector. For instance, Zaragoza-
Saez, Garcia-Haro and Buhalis (2021) emphasize the importance of
improving digital education to meet the requirements of technology-driven
settings in various areas of tourism, while Carlisle, Ivanov and Dijkmans
(2021) underscore the need for future digital skills such as online marketing,
social media, and artificial intelligence. Marx et al. (2021) also found that
tourism stakeholders have a significant interest in online learning
communities, indicating a strong desire to enhance digital skills through
collaborative and ongoing learning environments. Lazi¢ et al. (2023)
highlight the importance of both formal and informal educational efforts in
improving digital skills in Serbia’s tourism sector, suggesting the
incorporation of digital skills into educational curricula, preferable in



184  Journal of Women'’s Entrepreneurship and Education (2024, No. 3-4, 180-205)

branded educational institutions (Marjanovi¢, et al.,, 2023), while
Gabidullina et al. (2022) stress the crucial importance of digital
competencies for tourism students, equipping them with the necessary skills
to adapt to the industry’s changing demands.

The research that has been done on gender differences in digital skills
reveals that there is a wide range of outcomes depending on the industries
and population segments that are being considered. Martinez-Cantos (2017)
and Grande-de-Prado et al. (2020) highlight notable gender inequalities,
especially in complex digital tasks and among certain demographic groups.
Generally, males perceive themselves as more skilled in ICT-related tasks.
Rodriguez-Pasquin et al. (2023) and Singh (2017) underline the ongoing
digital divide, particularly in developing countries, where women are often
underrepresented in online communities and lack fundamental digital
competencies. Kashyap et al. (2020) present further evidence of substantial
discrepancies in digital proficiency between genders across different
countries, particularly in less developed areas. Bradi¢-Martinovi¢ and
Banovi¢ (2018) also highlight the disparity in digital skill levels between
women and men in Serbia, with women exhibiting lower proficiency, while
Kamberidou and Pascall (2019) state that despite efforts to attract and retain
women in ICT and related sectors, a gender imbalance persists. The same is
observed in the context of the population with disabilities in Serbia, as
shown by Lazi¢ et al. (2023b).

In contrast, some studies suggest that the digital skills disparity
between genders may not be present in all occupations. For instance,
Sanchez Prieto et al. (2020) found no notable gender disparities in digital
teaching abilities among teachers in Andalusia. Similarly, Barbuta and
Ghetau (2023) found that rural students in Moldova generally do not exhibit
significant gender differences in digital competencies. However, girls
outperform boys in digital content creation and online safety. Palomares-
Ruiz et al. (2021) and Iloméki (2011) demonstrate that gender disparities in
digital competencies are negligible or absent in specific educational settings,
suggesting that these discrepancies can vary considerably depending on the
context and demographic factors. Montuori et al. (2022) report that boys
initially demonstrate superior coding abilities in primary school, but this
advantage is not influenced by variations in executive functions, indicating
other contributing factors. Hervé et al. (2021) and Anderson (2004)
highlight the substantial impact of socioeconomic status and gender
attitudes on these disparities. Losh (2004) points out that although gaps in
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digital access and usage have decreased over time, notable variations still
exist based on gender, education, and occupation. Vasquez Huatay et al.
(2023) propose comprehensive technological literacy workshops to address
gender inequalities in digital competencies among secondary school
students in Peru. These studies demonstrate a complex situation where
differences in digital skills between genders continue to exist in various
fields but are not consistently present. Consequently, this implies that
focused actions may be required to address specific gaps in different
contexts or sectors.

By studying the disparity in digital skills between genders in the
tourism sector, we can draw attention to the research conducted by Carlisle
et al. (2021). It offers valuable insights into the digital skills gap in the
European tourism industry. It emphasizes the significance of addressing
gender-specific obstacles in acquiring digital skills within the tourism and
hospitality workforce. The study is foundational in understanding gender
dynamics in digital skill acquisition in the tourism sector, highlighting the
need for targeted interventions to bridge the gender gap. In addition,
Petkovi¢ et al. (2024) analyze the advancement of Serbian tourism’s
digitalization by studying skills development. Their discoveries stress the
crucial importance of digital skills in promoting the digital revolution of the
tourism sector, thereby contributing to a more detailed comprehension of the
advancements and obstacles encountered by the industry. The authors
observed that gender did not significantly impact the level of digital skills.
This implies that other variables (education and tourism sub-sectors) may be
more influential in this context. Lazi¢ et al. (2023a) discovered that the
Serbian tourism and hospitality workforce has fundamental digital skills, but
substantial improvements are necessary to enhance these skills further.

While substantial research on digital skills in different sectors and
population segments exists, there remains a significant gap in empirical
studies explicitly focusing on the gender gap within the tourism sector. The
reviewed studies collectively highlight the critical importance of digital
skills, the need for innovative educational frameworks, and the challenges
posed by gender disparities in the evolving landscape of tourism.
Addressing these disparities requires a comprehensive approach involving
educational reforms, targeted policy interventions, and ongoing support for
women at all stages of their digital skills journey. By bridging this gap,
more equitable access to the opportunities and benefits of the digital age can
be ensured, and as the tourism sector continues to evolve, leveraging digital
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skills to enhance competitiveness and sustainability will be crucial. This
paper addresses a gap in the existing literature by providing first-hand
evidence of gender disparities in the Serbian tourism industry (supply side).
In addition, this paper builds upon the previous pilot study conducted by
Lazi¢ et al. (2023a) by including a larger sample of the respondents.

Data and Methodology

As part of developing the new Serbian tourism strategy, an in-depth
analysis was conducted to assess the digital skills of the wvarious
stakeholders on the industry’s supply side. The participants consisted of
individuals employed in the catering sub-sector, tourism organizations,
tourism agencies, guides for tourists, tourism inspectors, and administrative
officers. In order to enhance stakeholder diversification, the administrative
staff was categorized to encompass employees in tourism organizations,
tourism inspectors, and civil servants at both the national and local
(municipal) levels, as identified in a complementary study conducted by
Van Deursen and Van Dijk (2010).

Data - The Ministry of Tourism and Youth of the Republic of Serbia
distributed the questionnaire to stakeholders via local authorities and
internally among the Ministry’s employees. To gather primary data, an
online survey was carried out with the assistance of Microsoft Office 365
Forms. The data collection period was from March 1 to April 14, 2023, with
422 participants from cities and municipalities (119). Following the initial
analysis, four responses were identified as outliers - one from a respondent
with a primary school qualification and three from participants over 65
years old. The study was performed on 418 submissions after removing
these outliers. The survey was carried out anonymously, and participation
was voluntary. According to the data from the Central Registry of
Compulsory Social Insurance of the Republic of Serbia, 81,800 persons
were employed in the tourism sector in 2023. Based on their assumptions,
the Ministry demanded 4 representatives from the catering sub-sector, 2
from tourism organizations, 1 from tourism agencies, 1 from guides for
tourists, 1 tourism inspector, and 2 administrative officers per municipality
to fill out the survey. The sample structure, presented in Table 1, shows that
the structure generally follows the request, except for a smaller number of
respondents in catering and a larger number of employees in tourist
organizations. This discrepancy is explained by the fact that employees of
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private companies engaged in catering do not have the same obligation
towards the Ministry as in tourist organizations.

Methodology - The research employs the Digital Competences
Framework - DigComp 2.0 methodology (European Commission, 2016) to
assess individuals’ proficiency in digital skills. Although the EU has made
progress in developing the DigComp methodology, with versions 2.1
(published in 2017) and 2.2 (published in 2022), the research conducted for
the Ministry of Tourism and Youth of the Republic of Serbia uses version
2.0 of this methodology to maintain comparability with previous studies.
Further information may be found in Bradi¢-Martinovi¢ (2022). This
methodology is a widely accepted standard in the European Union for
evaluating digital abilities. The central component of this framework is the
Digital Skills Indicator (DSI), which consists of four dimensions:
Information Skills - IS, Communication Skills - CS, Problem Solving Skills
- PSS and Software Skills for Content Manipulation - SSCM (JRC & DG
EAC, 2014). To ensure statistical comparability across Europe, European
countries collect annual data from a representative sample of adults aged 16
to 74 to support this evaluation. The collected data is then used to compute
the DSI, which has been tracked since 2015. In addition to questions
extending beyond the DSI, the questionnaire also asks respondents to assess
their level of digital competence. The questions related to the DSI were
chosen from the original questionnaire for this study, as shown in Table 3.
These questions encompassed information on gender, age, education, and
the tourism sub-sectors.

The Chi-Squared Test of Independence was also utilized to assess
whether there is a significant relationship between gender and various
digital skills and abilities among stakeholders on the supply side in the
tourism sector. Key metrics evaluated include the Pearson Chi-Square,
Likelihood Ratio, and Linear-by-Linear Association values. The Pearson
Chi-Square indicates whether the observed differences are statistically
significant, with a p-value less than 0.05 suggesting a significant
association. The Likelihood Ratio provides a measure of fit between the
observed data and the expected model, also with a p-value threshold of 0.05.
The Linear-by-Linear Association assesses the strength and direction of the
relationship between the variables, with significance indicated by a p-value
less than 0.05. These metrics collectively help identify whether variations in
digital skills are due to chance or signify a significant association,
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highlighting potential gender-related disparities in digital proficiency within
the tourism sector in Serbia.

Results and Discussion

Table 1 provides a comprehensive description of the characteristics of
the individuals who participated in the online survey.

Table 1: Characteristics of the entire sample in terms of socio-demographic

attributes

Characteristics Categories n (%)
Female 244 (58.4)
Gender Male 174 (41.6)
16-28 23 (5.5)
Age 29-45 246 (58.9)
46-65 149 (35.6)
Secondary 71 (16.9)
. Higher 270 (64.7)
Education Master or PhD 76 (18.2)
Missing 1(0.2)
Catering sub-sector 101 (24.2)
Tourism organization 156 (37.3)
Stakeholders involved in Tourism agency 33(7.9)
the supply side (employees) Travel guide 2406.7)
Tourism inspector 32(7.7)
Administrative officer* 71 (17.0)
Missing 1(0.2)

* Comprises individuals employed in the tourism industry within municipalities as well as
those working for the Ministry of Tourism and Youth RS.

Source: Author’s calculations

The socio-demographic characteristics of the sample highlight the fact
that there is a diverse distribution of participants with regard to gender, age,
education, and employment within the tourism sector. The majority of
respondents were women (58.4%), with men comprising 41.6% of the
sample. Based on the research of the Statistical Office of the Republic of
Serbia (2019), the gender proportion in the Serbian tourism sector shows a
higher representation of women compared to men. In 2019, women
constituted approximately 59.85% of the workforce in this sector, indicating
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a significant female presence in tourism-related jobs. This aligns with global
trends, where women often make up a larger share of the tourism workforce
due to the nature of the industry, which includes roles in hospitality,
customer service, and administrative positions that are traditionally female-
dominated (OECD, 2022). The age distribution was predominantly between
29-45 years (58.9%), followed by the 46-65 age group (35.6%), and a
smaller proportion aged 16-28 years (5.5%). In terms of educational
attainment, most participants had higher education (64.7%), with significant
representation from those with Master’s or PhD degrees (35.6%) and
secondary education (17.0%). Finally, employment roles within the tourism
sector were varied, as presented in Table 1. These demographic
characteristics offer a comprehensive perspective on the individuals
involved in the study, representing a diverse and representative sample from
the tourism industry. Reports by the International Labor Organization (ILO,
2024) indicate that while many employees possess secondary education,
there is a growing trend towards higher education and specialized training to
meet the evolving demands of the industry.

Table 2: Characteristics of the females in terms of socio-demographic

attributes
Characteristics Categories n (%)
16-28 14 (5.7)
Age 29-45 153 (62.7)
46-65 77 (31.6)
Secondary 35(14.3)
Education Higher 161 (66.0)
Master or PhD 48 (17.7)
Catering sub-sector 41 (16.8)
Tourism organization 109 (44.7)
Stakeholders involved in ~ Tourism agency 16 (6.6)
the supply side Travel guide 12 (4.9)
(employees) Tourism inspector 18 (7.4)
Administrative officer* 47 (19.3)
Missing 1(0.3)

Source: Authors’ calculations

For a more comprehensive understanding, considering the significant
involvement of women in the sample, Table 2 presents extensive
information specifically related to this portion of the sample. The majority
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of these women are aged 29-45 (62.7%) and have higher education (66.0%).
Most are employed in tourism organizations (44.7%), followed by
administrative officers (19.3%) and the catering sub-sector (16.8%). The
distribution emphasizes the notable representation of highly educated
women within the tourist industry (holding MA and PhD degrees) which
can be attributed to targeted initiatives aimed at empowering and educating
women (Banovi¢, 2023). The Serbian government, in collaboration with
international organizations, has implemented initiatives to advance gender
equality and offer specialized educational opportunities for the tourism
sector. These programs have greatly enhanced women’s educational
achievement and their active involvement in tourism, specifically in rural
and less developed areas (Radovi¢ Markovié & Zivanovié, 2019).
Consequently, women in Serbia are more present in the Serbian tourism
sector.

Initially, we conducted independent calculations for each DSI
dimension for both women and men in order to provide a deeper
understanding of the skill levels in individual activities. The results of this
analysis are presented in Table 3.

Table 3: The distribution of respondents based on individual indicators
within gender and the DSI dimensions

Ability to Ability to
* *
Dimensions and execute Dimensions and execute
indicators w w indicators w w
(%) (%) (%) (%)
Dim. 1. Information skills Dim. 2. Communication
e Duplicated or relocated files 89.3 88.5 Skills 99.2 983
or folders e E-mail communication
e [Stored files on online 488  54.6 e Taking part in online 86.5 85.1
storage (cloud) communities
e Gathered data from websites e [Using the internet to| 61.6  66.7
of public authorities and 82.0 78.2 make phone calls 0r|
services video calls 720 753
e Obtaining information e Uploading self-produced
regarding commodities or 90.6 89.6 material to any website
services for distribution.
e Searching for health-| 67.6 59.8

related web contenﬂ
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Ability to Ability to
Dimensions and execute® Dimensions and execute®
indicators W W indicators W W
() () *0) (%)
Dim. 3. Problem Solving Skills Dim. 4. Software Skills for
A — Problem solving Content Manipulation
e Moving data between A — Basic
various electronic devices 89.8 88.5 o Worked with word 89.8 879
e (Setting up programs and| roCessor
mobile apps 586 684 e [Worked with| 578 414
e Modifying the preferences of spreadsheet programs|
any program, such as 480 500 e Managed media files 66.0  68.4
security or operational (pictures, videos, and
system programs audio) using software
B — Familiarity with online B — Above basic
services 81.6 75.3 e Produced a presentati0n| 64.3 569
o Recent 12 months of online 29.5 44.8 or document tha
shopping lincorporates text,
* m iig gg? images, tables, or charts|
e Make use of various . : : e Utilized advanced
edlillcatlonal tools available spreadsheet functions to 427 414
online : :

efficiently arrange and

analyze data, including

sorting, filtering,

employing formulas, and

generating charts 6.1 8.6
e Have created some

computer code

e Online banking transactions

* The respondents’ answers (Yes/No) for each task show their ability to execute it successfully.

Source: Authors’ calculations

Upon analyzing the indicative data in Table 3, it becomes evident that
there are disparities in skill levels between men and women. However, it is
worth noting that women exhibit higher proficiency in certain activities,
while men excel in others. Hence, it is unfeasible to draw a general
conclusion regarding the potential correlation between the respondents’
gender and their level of digital skills. Furthermore, the existing literature
also does not provide a universal conclusion on this matter. To gain a more
thorough understanding of the potential presence of a statistically significant
disparity, we began by assuming that gender plays a role in activities where
there are substantial variations in skill levels between women and men.
Once the activities were identified, we proceeded to develop the following
hypotheses:
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Hoi: There is a statistically significant correlation between gender and
the ability to store data on cloud-based storage platforms.

Hoo: There is a statistically significant correlation between gender and
the ability to search for health-related web content.

Hos: There is a statistically significant correlation between gender and
the ability to use the internet to make phone calls or video calls.

Hoa: There is a statistically significant correlation between gender and
the ability to set up programs and mobile apps.

Hos: There is a statistically significant correlation between gender and
the ability to sell items online.

Hos: There is a statistically significant correlation between gender and
the ability to work with spreadsheet programs.

Ho7: There is a statistically significant correlation between gender and
the ability to produce a presentation or document that incorporates
text, images, tables, or charts.

In order to evaluate the proposed hypotheses, we employed the chi-
squared test of independence, which examines the relationship between
gender and binary skills outcomes. The systematized results are shown in
Table 4.

The test results indicate that the null hypothesis cannot be rejected for
the following activities: storing data on cloud-based storage platforms (Ho1),
searching for health-related web content (Ho2), making phone calls or video
calls over the internet (Ho3), working with spreadsheet programs (Hos) and
creating presentations or documents that incorporate text, images, tables, or
charts (Ho7). This means there is no significant correlation between gender
and listed activities. However, the results also show that the null hypothesis
can be rejected in the case of the ability to set up programs and mobile apps
(Ho4) and sell items online (Hos), meaning that there is a correlation between
gender and knowledge and ability to perform these tasks.
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Table 4: Chi-Square test results for particular activities

Asymptotic

Test / SKills Value df Significance (2-sided)

Store data on cloud-based storage platforms

Pearson Chi-Square 1.380 1 240
Likelihood Ratio 1.382 1 240
Linear-by-Lincar 1377 1 241
Association

Search for health-related web content
Pearson Chi-Square 2.730 1 .098
Likelihood Ratio 2.720 1 .099
Llnear'—b'y—Llnear 2.724 1 .0.99
Association

Use the internet to make phone calls or video calls
Pearson Chi-Square 2.970 2 226
Likelihood Ratio 3.330 2 .189
Linear-by-Linear 2.863 1 091
Association

Set up programs and mobile apps
Pearson Chi-Square 4.157 1 .041%*
Likelihood Ratio 4.191 1 .041%*
Linear-by-Linear 4.147 1 042%
Association

Sell items online
Pearson Chi-Square 10.360 1 .001*
Likelihood Ratio 10.313 1 .001*
Linear-by-Linear 10.336 1 001*
Association

Work with spreadsheet programs
Pearson Chi-Square 1.759 2 415
Likelihood Ratio 2.110 2 .348
Linear-by-Linear 1393 1 38

Association

Produce a presentation or document that incorporates text, images, tables, or
charts
Pearson Chi-Square 2.374 1 123
Likelihood Ratio 2.367 1 124
Linear-by-Lincar 2368 1 124
Association

Source: Author’s calculations
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The lack of significant gender gaps in these domains could be attributed
to the prevalent availability and overall familiarity with these technologies
in modern digital environments. Both genders have equal access and
exposure to these tasks in their personal and professional lives, resulting in
similar levels of proficiency. This is consistent with the overall trend of
decreasing gender disparities in fundamental digital literacy skills as digital
technologies become more embedded in daily life. Nevertheless, the
analysis also pinpointed areas where gender disparities are more evident.
More precisely, the null hypothesis was rejected for proficiency in setting
up programs and mobile applications and selling goods online. The results
demonstrate a noteworthy association between gender and the ability and
competence to carry out these tasks, implying that there are disparities
between men and women in their skill levels and potentially their self-
assurance in these more complex or specialized digital activities.

These findings raise important considerations. The significant gender
gap in setting up programs and mobile apps may reflect underlying
differences in technical training, exposure to advanced digital tools, or even
cultural influences that steer men and women towards different skill sets.
Similarly, the ability to sell items online being gendered might point to
disparities in e-commerce knowledge, entrepreneurial experience, or even
access to resources and support systems necessary for online selling.
Addressing these gaps is crucial for ensuring that both men and women can
equally benefit from the digital transformation in the tourism sector.
Targeted training programs and initiatives aimed at increasing women’s
proficiency in these areas could help bridge the gap.

To further explore the differentiation in digital skills between women
and men, we undertook a detailed analysis of the particular dimensions of
DSI. Prior to the analysis, we classified the respondents according to their
participation in various sub-sectors of the tourism sector. The results can be
seen in Table 5.
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Table 5: Sector-specific frequencies for the Above basic level* in each
dimension of DSI and across genders (%)

IS CS PS SS

Sub-sector
A% M A% M \%% M A% M

Catering sub-
sector

Tourism 99.1 913 | 982 957 899 851| 761 787
organization

Tourism ]1.3 94 1 875 88.2 68.8 94.1 56.3 70.6
agency

Travel guide 833 100.0 | 100.0 100.0| 91.7 91.7 75.0 75.0
Tourism

90.2 933 | 951 983| 878 883 | 512 56.7

1000 643 | 882 643 | 722 50.0| 66.7 357

inspector
Administrative o3 10001 766 792 | 809 958 | 68.1  50.0
officer
Average 8048  90.5 | 90.03 87.62 | 81.88 84.17 | 65.57 61.12

* Note: The above basic skill level is determined as follows: IS and CS - more than one “Yes' for the
corresponding tasks in Table 3; for PSS, at least one 'Yes' in either A or B for corresponding tasks;
and for SSCM, at least one "Yes' for both A and for B, in line with JRC & DG EAC (2014).

Source: Authors’ calculations

The table presents sector-specific frequencies for DSI’s above basic
level, comparing women (W) and men (M) across various sub-sectors. In
the IS and CS women employed in “Tourism organizations” and “Tourism
inspectors” exhibit higher proficiency compared to men. Conversely, men
generally surpass women in “Travel guide” and “Administrative officer”
roles in the same dimensions. The PSS dimension shows mixed results, with
men slightly outperforming women in most sub-sectors except “Tourism
organization” and “Travel guide.” Finally, in the SSCM dimension, women
consistently demonstrate lower proficiency across all sub-sectors compared
to men, with notable gaps in “Tourism inspector” (66.7% vs. 35.7%) and
“Administrative officer” (68.1% vs. 50.0%). Overall, the key results
emphasize the existence of gender disparities in several dimensions.

Applying the same reasoning as before, we have determined the most
notable differences between women and men, which has resulted in the
development of the following hypotheses:
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Hos: There is a statistically significant correlation between gender and
Information skills of Tourism inspectors.

Hoo: There is a statistically significant correlation between gender and
Communication skills of Tourism inspectors.

Ho1o: There is a statistically significant correlation between gender and
Problem-solving skills of employees in tourism agencies.

Ho11: There is a statistically significant correlation between gender and
Problem-solving skills of Tourism inspectors.

Ho12: There is a statistically significant correlation between gender and
Software skills for content manipulation of Administrative
officers.

The results of the Chi-Square test are presented in Table 6.

Table 6: Chi-Square test results for particular sectors and dimensions of
DSI

Asymptotic

Test / Skills Value df Significance (2-sided)

Information skills of Tourism inspectors

Pearson Chi-Square 7.619 1 .006*
Likelihood Ratio 9.488 1 .002*
Linear-by-Linear 7.381 1 007*
Association

Communication skills of Tourism inspectors
Pearson Chi-Square 2.789 1 .095
Likelihood Ratio 2.813 1 .093
Linear-by-Linear 2.702 1 100
Association

Problem-solving skills of employees in tourism agencies
Pearson Chi-Square 3.566 1 .059
Likelihood Ratio 3.812 1 .051
Linear-by-Lincar 3.458 1 063
Association

Problem-solving skills of Tourism inspectors
Pearson Chi-Square 1.659 1 .198
Likelihood Ratio 1.662 1 197
Linear-by-Linear 1.607 1 205

Association
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Asymptotic

Test / Skills Value df Significance (2-sided)

Software skills for content manipulation of Administrative officers

Pearson Chi-Square 2.205 1 138
Likelihood Ratio 2.180 1 .140
Linear-by-Lincar 2.174 1 140
Association

Source: Author’s calculations

The test findings suggest that the null hypothesis cannot be rejected for
Information skills of Tourism inspectors (Hog), which means that gender and
their ability to perform tasks classified as information skills are correlated.
On the other hand, the null hypothesis can be rejected in the case of
Communication (Ho9) and Problem-solving skills (Hoi1) of Tourism
inspectors, Problem-Solving skills of employees in tourism agencies (Ho1o)
and Software skills for content manipulation of Administrative Officers
(Hoi2).

For Communication and Problem-solving skills among Tourism
inspectors, the significant correlation with gender may point to differences
in training, job roles, or also workplace culture that affect men and women
differently. Male and female inspectors might receive different levels of
encouragement or opportunities to develop these skills, or broader societal
norms could influence confidence and competence in these areas. The
disparity in Problem-solving skills among employees in tourism agencies
could be due to varying degrees of exposure to problem-solving scenarios or
different expectations placed on male and female employees. The significant
gender difference in Software skills for content manipulation among
Administrative Officers may indicate that women and men are not equally
encouraged or required to develop these skills, potentially due to differing
job responsibilities or access to training resources.

Our study’s findings reveal a nuanced landscape of digital skills among
tourism industry stakeholders, underscoring the absence of significant
gender differences in fundamental digital tasks such as data storage on cloud
platforms, internet communications, and basic software proficiency. These
results align with existing literature that suggests minimal gender
discrepancies in essential digital competencies, particularly within universal
and routinely executed tasks (Martinez-Cantos, 2017). The findings of our
study concerning the minimal gender discrepancies in essential digital
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competencies also echo those of Zaragoza-Saez et al. (2021), who also
observed limited gender differences in fundamental digital skills across
tourism and hospitality sectors. However, our research further identifies
significant gender disparities in advanced digital skills, aligning with
Zaragoza-Saez et al.’s observations of varying digital competency levels in
specialized ICT applications within the industry. The results presented in the
study by Petkovi¢ et al. (2024) highlight significant disparities in advanced
digital skills within the Serbian tourism and hospitality sector, which aligns
with findings from other research indicating a widespread skills gap in more
complex ICT competencies across various industries. Notably, their analysis
revealed that while basic digital skills are commonly possessed, more
sophisticated skills like problem-solving in digital environments and
software manipulation are lacking, especially among administrative officers
and tourism inspectors. This observation is consistent with broader trends
where advanced digital skills remain a challenge, underscoring the need for
targeted educational and training programs to address these deficiencies
effectively.

Even though our research explores digital skills in the tourism sector,
particularly focusing on the gender disparities in digital skills acquisition,
similar challenges are evident in other demographic sectors, as highlighted
by a recent study on persons with disabilities in Serbia. This study
underscores the gap in digital competencies and the necessity for targeted
educational initiatives to enable inclusive participation in digital platforms
(Lazi¢, Vukmirovi¢, & Banovié, 2022).

Contrastingly, our research indicates significant gender-related
disparities in more complex digital functions like program setup and online
sales, a finding that echoes broader studies which highlight pronounced
gender gaps in advanced ICT usage and complex digital interactions in
male-dominated fields (Sanchez-Rivero et al., 2023). Such disparities may
reflect not only skill gaps but also differences in role assignments and
professional encouragement within the workplace. Moreover, while no
substantial gender-based differences were noted in the informational skills
of tourism inspectors, significant divergences were identified in their
communication and problem-solving abilities. This suggests that gender
may influence the development of these skills differently, potentially due to
varied workplace experiences or societal expectations. These findings are
consistent with research that points to enduring gender divides in specific
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ICT domains, influenced by both social norms and organizational structures
(Grande-de-Prado et al., 2020).

Conclusion

The paper provides a comprehensive analysis of gender inequalities in
digital skills within Serbia’s tourism sector, revealing notable deficiencies,
particularly in more complex digital activities. The findings highlight
insignificant gender disparities in basic digital skills, yet point to significant
inequalities in more advanced digital competencies. Such insights are
crucial for developing targeted measures to promote equal improvement of
digital skills among women in this important economic sector.

Considering these results, it is evident that there is a pressing need for
specific to the sector digital training programs that are specifically designed
to tackle and reduce these proficiency deficiencies. The primary focus of
successful intervention programs should be the development of advanced
digital skills, especially in domains where gender disparities are substantial.
By implementing comprehensive training programs, organizations may
guarantee that both male and female employees possess the necessary
abilities to excel in an increasingly digital work environment. For example,
the Ministry for Tourism and Sport of RS could consider implementing
tailored training programs focusing on enhancing communication, problem-
solving, and software skills, ensuring equal opportunities for both genders to
develop and excel in these critical areas.

The research also highlights the wider implications that these findings
have for digital equity in the workplace. A persuasive argument can be
made for the implementation of legislative interventions that encourage the
development of an inclusive digital culture within the tourism sector. In
order to compensate for the inequities that have been identified, it is
necessary to adopt policies that are intentionally tailored to support the
development of advanced digital skills among under-represented groups,
notably women. These gender differences in the tourism sector in Serbia
could be a roadmap for tailor-made training that would precisely target the
missing knowledge that is necessary for the further development of the
sector and its digital transformation. Policy measures play a crucial role in
reducing the digital divide and promoting the ongoing use of advanced
digital tools that are necessary for navigating the changing technological
environment. Chetty et al. (2018) propose a three-pronged digital skills
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strategy that focuses on monitoring evolving digital skills requirements,
incorporating extensive training in digital skills into national education
programs and adapting these programs to fit with the existing socio-cultural
norms. This holistic approach can help to create a favorable environment for
the effective acquisition and use of digital skills.

Future studies should aim to delve deeper into the structural reasons
behind these skill disparities and examine the long-term impacts of targeted
training programs. Additionally, longitudinal research could assess the
efficacy of policy changes and training implementations over time,
providing a more dynamic understanding of how digital skill gaps in the
tourism sector evolve in response to specific interventions. By addressing
these areas, further research can continue to inform policy decisions and
educational strategies that aim to foster a more equitable digital skill
distribution, ultimately enhancing the overall competitiveness and efficiency
of the tourism sector in Serbia.

Limitations and Future Research

While this paper addresses an important and underexplored topic in the
existing literature, providing first-hand evidence of gender disparities in the
Serbian tourism industry (supply side) using a robust sample constructed for
the development of the Tourism Improvement Strategy, it is not without its
limitations. The first limitation pertains to the evaluation method,
specifically self-assessment. Although self-assessment is widely recognized
as a common type of competence evaluation (Laanpere, 2019), its inherent
characteristics can lead to biased evaluations. However, our analysis
adhered strictly to the assessment type and methodology employed by the
European Union over the past fifteen years, which underpins the calculation
of the DSI. In light of the limitation, future research should explore
alternative methods of incorporating knowledge and ability assessments
within real-life scenarios.
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Introduction

Social entrepreneurship refers to ventures that use market mechanisms
to address activities focused on achieving social change (Ibafiez, 2022; Choi
& Majumdar, 2014). By incorporating business objectives to support social
goals, these entrepreneurships are classified as hybrid organizations
(Angulo-Ruiz & Muralidharan, 2023). Social entrepreneurship provides an
alternative path to development when governments and businesses fail to
address social and environmental issues (Maniam et al., 2018). It contributes
to poverty reduction and social well-being by fostering ventures in sectors
like social assistance, education, and health (Warnecke & Balzac-Arroyo,
2022).

Academic interest in social entrepreneurship has grown significantly in
recent decades (Daskalopoulou et al., 2023). Despite the lack of consensus
on its definition, scholars have approached social entrepreneurship in
various ways: as the application of management skills to address social
issues (Banks, 1972); as a process that creatively leverages resources to
drive social change (Mair & Marti, 2006); and as a concept encompassing
social value creation, social entrepreneurs, social entrepreneurship
organizations, market orientation, and social innovation (Choi & Majumdar,
2014). Previous studies suggest that social entrepreneurship leaders should
exhibit traits like empathy, altruism, and compassion, often associated with
women (Usman et al.,, 2022). Women are notably more inclined to start
socially oriented entrepreneurship (Yamini et al., 2022) and attract
researchers’ attention for their leadership roles in social entrepreneurship
(Rosca et al., 2020; Borquist & de Bruin, 2019). In this regard, researchers
have focused on understanding the role that women play in non-profit
organizations (e.g., Themudo, 2009), as well as their profile, motivations,
and intentions (e.g., Humbert & Roomi, 2018), and agree on the
significance of studying personal factors (e.g., aptitudes for social
entrepreneurship and problem-solving abilities) and contextual factors (e.g.,
social and cultural elements) as determinants of women social
entrepreneurship (Hechavarria & Brieger, 2022).

The study of social entrepreneurship in emerging economies remains
limited (de Sousa-Filho et al., 2020) and, in Latin America, often fails to
fully capture its scope and richness (Ibafiez, 2022). This phenomenological
study explores the firsthand experiences of women leaders in Peruvian
social enterprises, focusing on their roles in starting and developing these
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ventures. Understanding their experiences helps identify factors influencing
their engagement in social entrepreneurship, suggesting strategies to boost
their participation. This study is guided by the following research question:
From the women’s perspectives, what are their experiences in the initiation
and development of social enterprises in an emerging economy? The study
focused on three specific aspects: (i) the initiation and development of social
enterprises; (ii) the impact of social entrepreneurship on the women
themselves; and (iii)) the resources utilized in in this type of
entrepreneurship. The originality of this work stems from studying this
phenomenon in Peru, a country that ranks among the top six globally for the
highest increase in women's labor force participation between 2000 and
2022 (World Bank, 2023). It also ranks fourth in the region and eighth
globally for entrepreneurial intentions (Global Entrepreneurship Monitor
Peru, 2018-2019). Despite these statistics, women in Peru often enter the
workforce through self-employment or small businesses, which are typically
informal and marked by gender pay gaps (INEI, 2023). Moreover, the
patriarchal culture hinders their entrepreneurial efforts, affecting their social
development (United Nations Development Programme in Peru, 2023—
2026; Del Carpio & Avolio, 2023).

Literature Review and Theoretical Background

This research is based on agency theory (Sen, 1985), which posits that
individuals' autonomy—their ability to make decisions about their actions—
is linked not only to personal well-being but also to moral responsibility
toward others. These two aspects do not necessarily conflict, as individuals
can achieve personal well-being by acting responsibly within the framework
of their agency and commitments to others. Therefore, decisions made by
social entrepreneurs, which appear driven solely by their sense of
responsibility, can also enhance their personal well-being when both
autonomy and responsibility are involved. This conceptual framework has
been applied in various studies (Kimmitt & Mufioz, 2018; Warnecke &
Balzac-Arroyo, 2022) to argue that social entrepreneurship not only creates
economic opportunities but also expands individuals' freedoms and choices,
empowering them as agents of change in their communities and contributing
to societal well-being.

In studies focusing on women in social entrepreneurship, agency theory
highlights that development is not solely measured by access to resources
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but by the ability to transform those resources into meaningful outcomes.
Haugh and Talwar (2016) applied agency theory to illustrate how social
entrepreneurship can enhance women's agency in India, particularly in
contexts where they face significant restrictions. By increasing their control
over their lives, women are empowered to make decisions and drive social
change. The study acknowledges that income generation alone does not
automatically increase women's agency; they must also influence their
surrounding environments. For instance, women were able to shift family
attitudes toward female labor and their daughters' education. Despite its
relevance, agency theory has yet to be applied to the experiences of women
involved in the initiation and development of social enterprises in Peru.

The Initiation and Development of Social Enterprises

The literature addresses various factors influencing the initiation and
development of social enterprises, though often in a fragmented manner and
from diverse perspectives. Based on a comprehensive literature review, this
study categorizes these factors into individual, social, institutional, and
cultural aspects.

Entrepreneurs' intentions are significant individual factors that are
linked to the needs they perceive in their environment and their sense of
responsibility to address them. In the Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam, a
study found that women started social enterprises because of their desire to
ensure sustainable livelihoods (Borquist & de Bruin, 2019). In this context,
Rosca et al. (2020) found that women social entrepreneurs prioritize others'
well-being over economic factors. Nevertheless, research by Ciruela-
Lorenzo et al. (2020) indicates that women’s decisions to start social
enterprises are also influenced by the pursuit of economic independence.

Regarding social factors, a study across eight Latin American countries
emphasizes the importance of cooperative networks within universities for
enhancing women's social entrepreneurship ecosystems (Macias-Prada et
al., 2023). The absence of cooperation networks poses a major barrier to
entrepreneurship (Alnassai, 2023). Personal networks and family influence,
such as having entrepreneurial or socially active parents, can inspire women
to start their own social enterprises (Jadmiko et al., 2024) and are vital for
organizational and social success (Rosca et al., 2020). While training,
mentoring, and grants are crucial for fostering women's entrepreneurship, it
is also important for institutions—whether public or private—to effectively
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disseminate the contributions women make to their social and economic
environments (Al-Qahtani et al., 2022).

Finally, in regard to cultural factors, over 40 countries with lower
tolerance for inequality exhibit higher levels of social entrepreneurship
activity (Kedmenec & Strasek, 2017). However, the conflict between
entrepreneurial work and domestic responsibilities, which places a
significant burden of unpaid labor on women, remains a significant cultural
barrier (Haugh & Talwar, 2016). In Bangladesh and Burma, women face
patriarchal pressure for additional income and childcare responsibilities,
which limit their access to paid employment (Karim et al.,, 2023;
Perekrestova, 2022). Social entrepreneurship can mitigate these issues and
improve women's economic status and participation (Ciruela-Lorenzo et al.,
2020).

The Role of Social Entrepreneurship

The literature has primarily examined the external impact of women-
led social entrepreneurship on societal dynamics. This external role fosters
trust among beneficiaries and other stakeholders, often grounded in honesty
and integrity, which are frequently exemplified by women leaders in social
entrepreneurship (Borquist & de Bruin, 2019). However, there is limited
research on the internal role that social entrepreneurship plays in the lives of
the women who lead these ventures. They are often noted for higher
emotional expression and a greater emphasis on building social networks,
which enhances cooperation (Pareja-Cano et al., 2020). Regarding the
internal role, the literature indicates that women social entrepreneurs gain
empowerment through securing funding and managing the finances of their
ventures (Shang, 2024). As a result, the success of social entrepreneurship
contributes to improving their personal and professional situations (Sharma
et al., 2023), as well as increasing their self-confidence (Dixit et al., 2022).
Women social entrepreneurs' values, such as empathy and social justice, are
reinforced through their work. They experience self-actualization by
positively impacting their own welfare and those of their families and
communities. Economic and emotional factors in women's social enterprises
are thus interlinked (Ciruela-Lorenzo et al., 2020).
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Resources Utilized in Social Entrepreneurship

A study in India and Colombia revealed that women social
entrepreneurs effectively use limited resources, forming strategic alliances
and partnerships to promote local ecosystem development (Rosca et al.,
2020). Women social entrepreneurs face gender biases, but they balance
professional responsibilities with personal obligations, especially if they
have parental duties (Agarwal et al., 2020). Family support motivates them
(Rosca et al., 2020), but economic sustainability is crucial. Social capital, a
network of contacts, also helps achieve long-term sustainability by
obtaining resources at lower costs (Mohiuddin et al., 2023).

Financing social enterprises is a critical factor for their sustainability.
Environmental obstacles, such as limited access to funding, can act as
disincentives (Ognjenovi¢, 2023). In China, most social entrepreneurs are
young and hold higher education degrees, leading to a higher reliance on
personal resources for funding their ventures (Jia, 2020). In contrast, in
developing countries, obtaining external financing, such as government or
NGO loans, is crucial (Atiase & Dzansi, 2019). Additionally, in Burma
(Perekrestova, 2022), Nigeria, South Africa (Kouam & Asongu, 2022),
Mexico, and Peru (Véazquez et al., 2018) there is often a lack of policies to
support social enterprises. As a result, women entrepreneurs must rely on
their resourcefulness, which may lead them to perceive that their ventures'
success depends on their ability to innovate (Perekrestova, 2022).

Methodology

This study employs phenomenology as both a theoretical and
methodological framework (Moustakas, 1994) to explore the narratives of
women leaders of social enterprises in an emerging economy, and to
understand the factors that motivate them. Phenomenology, rooted in social
constructivism, posits that knowledge is created through the interaction
between individuals' experiences and their interpretations (Creswell, 2013).
The phenomenological approach was chosen because it allows a deep
understanding and interpretation of women’s involvement in starting and
developing their social enterprises, based on the significance derived from
their personal experiences (Creswell, 2013). Second, it enables direct
engagement with the insights of women-led social entrepreneurship (Swail
& Marlow, 2018). Third, it supports the reconstruction of women's
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experiences regarding the factors that motivated them to initiate and grow
their social enterprises (Frota & Dutra, 2021).

The sample comprised 30 Peruvian women founders, owners, and
leaders of social enterprises, selected using snowball sampling due to a lack
of existing databases (Patton, 2002). Table 1 provides demographic details
of the participants. All enterprises had a mission and have been operational
for at least three years, addressing issues in education, employment,
vulnerable populations, health, and the environment. Peru provides a
significant context for studying women leaders in social entrepreneurship
due to several factors. Peru leads Latin America in female labor
participation, with a rise from 53.62% in 2000 to 66.1% in 2022 (World
Bank, 2023). Peruvian women mainly enter the labor market through self-
employment or small family-owned businesses, often offering lower wages
(Mird6 & Nopo, 2021). Peru is also a global leader in entrepreneurial
activity, ranking eighth globally and fourth in Latin America (Global
Entrepreneurship Monitor Report, 2018-2019). However, it ranks 115" in
the gender pay gap, highlighting the barriers to gender equality posed by
patriarchal culture and gender stereotypes (World Economic Forum, 2023).

From July to November 2023, the participants were interviewed using
in-depth, semi-structured methods, with each session lasting between 60 and
90 minutes. Data collection continued until saturation. An interview guide,
based on literature and validated by experts, covered three areas:
entrepreneur profiles, social venture characteristics, and startup experiences.
Sample questions included: “What led you to start your social enterprise?”
and “Why did you become a social entrepreneur?” These open-ended
questions aimed to facilitate introspection. Participants provided consent,
ensured anonymity, and could withdraw from the interview at any time. All
interviews were recorded and transcribed for analysis.

Data analysis followed Moustakas's (1994) procedures. Researchers
first practiced “epoché,” setting aside personal preconceptions to focus on
the research topic (Moustakas, 1994). The analysis involved compiling and
categorizing data, reviewing interview transcriptions, identifying key
statements (horizontalization), and eliminating non-relevant ones to isolate
significant themes and meanings. Individual textural descriptions were
developed for each participant, capturing their experiences in starting and
developing their social ventures. These were then combined into composite
textural descriptions to provide a comprehensive view of the participants'
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experiences. Finally, the essence of the experience was formed by
integrating these descriptions.

Table 1: Demographic profile of the sample

Social Civil Type of Highest le:vel of Type of Years in social
Entrepreneur status University education activity entrepreneurship
attained
Pana’ Single Private Graduate Pet homes 8
Prisve Single Public Undergraduate  Fishing trade 7
Faco Single Public Graduate Conservation 15
Nohu Single Private Bachelor Education
Argo Single Private Bachelor Eldercare 3
Palma Single Private Graduate Waste control 20
Glamur Single Private Bachelor Women 5
support
Jema Single Public Graduate Personal care 5
Neimi Single Public Undergraduate Craft 10
Tami Single Private ~ Undergraduate Women's 9
soccer
Fito Single Private Bachelor W0m§n s 6
funding
Mate Single Public Bachelor Wellness 6
Jema Single Private ~ Undergraduate Apparel fabric 15
Saju Single Private Graduate Recycling 4
Beth Married  Private ~ Undergraduate Eco-footwear 7
Mavi Married  Private Bachelor Education 18
Nabi Single Private Graduate Volunteering 6
Gala Single Private Bachelor Sexual.lty 4
education
Dila Single Private Graduate Humzril(litarlan 10
Desa Single Private Graduate Sanitation 11
Zena Divorced  Private Bachelor Huma;rl}(litarlan 10
Tilo Single Private Bachelor Personal care 6

3 All names are pseudonyms.
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Highest level of

Social Civil Type of . Type of Years in social
Entrepreneur status University education activity entrepreneurship
attained
Lulu Married Private Graduate Mental health 7
Coli Single Private Graduate Eco-education 3
Gana Married Private Graduate Sex education 3
Reto Married Private Graduate Coffee trade 4
Cisa Married Private Bachelor Social 45
development
Cata Single Private =~ Undergraduate Plast1.c 6
alternatives
Fica Married Private Bachelor Education 19
Dana Married  Private Bachelor Housekeeping 9

Source: Authors

The study's trustworthiness was ensured through four criteria:
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln et al.,
2011). Credibility was achieved by obtaining informed consent from
participants, ensuring they could withdraw at any time, and guaranteeing
their data would be used for academic purposes. The authors maintained
credibility through engagement and review of transcripts, with one coauthor
verifying the content and participating in debriefing discussions. The study
also benefited from the authors' disciplinary diversity and cross-referenced
findings with existing literature. Transferability was ensured by providing a
detailed description of the research methods and context and by using
purposeful sampling to select representative participants. Dependability was
supported by detailed documentation of research methods and using Atlas.ti
to establish an evidence chain. Confirmability was achieved by adhering to
data collection protocols, maintaining separate databases for each
participant, and acknowledging the researchers' biases and assumptions.

Results

The following sections present the study results, organized according to
the research objectives: (i) factors influencing the initiation and
development of women-led social entrepreneurship; (ii) the roles that social
entrepreneurship plays in the lives of these women leaders; and (iii) the
resources utilized to advance these ventures.
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Factors Affecting Women-Led Social Entrepreneurship

Individual factors. Individual factors are related to the specific
attributes (aptitudes, abilities, values, and experiences) of women. The study
found that women started their social entrepreneurship driven by the
identification with environmental needs, such as vulnerable youth, women
in abusive situations, and endangered species. This identification is fostered
through (1) their proximity to the problems of others during their childhood
or youth, or through (ii) their own personal experiences, instilling empathy
and dedication to alternative solutions. For instance, Glamur and Coli have
both expressed their desire to assist others by dedicating their efforts to
addressing environmental concerns since their early years. Similarly, Mate
and Mavi, although not having experienced economic hardship, have
experienced a sense of dissatisfaction regarding the plight of impoverished
communities.

Since I was a child, I have been concerned about
environmental pollution (Glamur). I have always been
interested in environmental impacts (Coli). I became a
social entrepreneur to fulfill a life purpose and to
contribute to the country (Mate). There have always been
painful things in this country, and I had to find a way to
ease that pain (Mavi).

Seven participants identified with the reality of their environment as a
result of their personal experiences of need. They eventually met people
who provided opportunities for development and, on occasion, emotional
support. The participants' life experiences heightened their awareness,
subsequently impacting their choice to start a social enterprise.

I have such a strong connection to social issues
because I grew up in a very impoverished environment. All
of this made me consider how I can contribute to a value
chain that genuinely helps those in need (Tilo). I became
ill and I had a doctor and a volunteer by my side the entire
time, trying to provide emotional and physical support. |
believe that being able to return to life prompted me to
start my social enterprise (Zena).

Social factors. These factors include external influences—family,
friends, community, etc. The study reveals that women's decision to start a
social enterprise is influenced by external factors like family and personal
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networks, with 23 participants forming these networks in schools,
universities and workplaces. For instance, Beth's personal network sparked
her curiosity in the social field and motivated her to seek solutions to assist
other women. With respect to the family factor, 26 participants reported that
they received encouragement and support from their families to start their
social enterprises. They credited their parents with instilling an early
awareness of others' needs by exposing them closely from a young age. For
instance, Cisa's parents, who are social entrepreneurs, encouraged her to
participate in their social initiatives, raising her awareness of
underprivileged populations. Furthermore, six participants indicated that
they did not come from families of social entrepreneurs, yet they
acknowledged the crucial support they received from their families.

My  family is incredible; they are extremely
demanding, but they are always present. They have
experience in corporate management (Mavi). My older
uncles have experience in the corporate world, so they
help me with that while I focus on the social side (Beth).
My grandfather fell in love with the project and decided to
help me (Coli).

Institutional factors. Institutional factors, including universities, public
institutions, entrepreneurship, and non-profit organizations, can either
support or limit women's opportunities, with mentors and funding being the
most identified. Regarding mentoring, five participants encountered these
mentors through incubation programs. Participants acknowledged their
admiration for their mentors' social work, which inspired them to emulate
their actions. The mentors offered guidance, helping participants feel
confident in starting their social enterprises. They emphasized that if the
goal was to create a positive impact and help others, the enterprises must be
financially sustainable, rather than relying only on philanthropy.

[ participated in a pre-incubation program and was
surprised to learn that famous social ventures exist... and
I thought this is what I wanted to do (Argo). Mentoring
gave me a different perspective on the economic
sustainability that is required for entrepreneurship to be
replicable. My mentor encouraged me, especially when [
wanted to give up (Jemay).
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The participants expressed that they are unable to obtain financing from
banking institutions due to the lack of loans available to social
entrepreneurs.

There is no preferential rate available to social
entrepreneurs. So, the rates are extremely high, and it
makes little sense to go to the banks. (Saju). We are
considered a risky company because, of course, we rely on
donations. Banks will not lend to us (Zena).

Cultural factors. Cultural factors, including values, beliefs, traditions,
and customs, significantly influence women's social entrepreneurs. Fourteen
noted that stereotypes and machismo heavily influenced their social
enterprises, with their contributions often being ignored in male-dominated
settings. Despite these challenges, women stay motivated to advance,
ensuring their voices are heard and their work is valued.

I face all of the challenges that come with being a
woman in Peru. I am the only woman in 90% of the
meetings [ attend. Jokes and harassment are recurrent
themes in my life and still are (Faco). I had to get my
degree so they could hear me or say something brilliant in
a meeting, so I could have a voice (Mavi). I have had
many meetings where I realized they were not paying
attention to me and were more focused on my male
colleague (Desa).

The Role of Social Entrepreneurship

The study reveals that social entrepreneurship plays both an external
and internal role for women. Externally, social entrepreneurship promotes
economic and social development among vulnerable groups, while
internally, it boosts women's self-esteem and overall well-being. Regarding
the external role of social entrepreneurship, the participants emphasized that
it enabled the creation of meaningful employment opportunities. Their top
priority was ensuring safety, inclusivity, and respect for all. They achieved
(1) workforce reintegration, (ii) access to formal employment, (iii)
development of problem-solving skills, (iv) emotional management
guidance, (v) volunteering for knowledge sharing, and (vi) freedom to
pursue activities without gender constraints.
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The most important thing is that they feel safe and
emotionally stable (Beth). We want those looking for a job
to benefit from formal work, and we also want our clients,
who are mothers and want to continue their professional
lives, to have the peace of mind that comes with knowing
who their children will be left with (Dana). We want
women who were previously unable to play soccer due to
various sociocultural issues to now have a safe space to
do so (Tami).

Regarding the internal role of social entrepreneurship, the participants
demonstrated the ability to identify and utilize opportunities for personal
and professional development, such as training and mentorship, and valued
these aspects above financial gain. Participants started with social
entrepreneurship at a young age, lacking experience and confidence. As they
gained scholarships and participated in competitions, they experienced self-
transformations as they gained access to funding and confidence in their
abilities. For instance, Fito and Nabi concurred that their experience as
leaders of social enterprises resulted in an enhanced sense of self-assurance.
The participants' self-realization and empowerment were influenced by the
skills they developed and improved, such as leadership and public speaking
abilities, the expansion of their personal networks, the establishment of a
new social entrepreneurship community, effective resource management,
and most importantly, their unwavering determination to achieve their goals.

My social entrepreneurship gave me additional
benefits, including the opportunity to evolve personally
and develop as a person. I used to have panic attacks, and
I have always been very introverted. I am no longer
embarrassed about anything (Tami). It gave me more
confidence because I said, "Here is my thing. I can work
here" (Prisve). I learned not only to make decisions but
also to never give up on who and what I wanted to be
(Mate).

Resources Utilized in Social Entrepreneurship

The factors affecting the initiation and expansion of women-led social
enterprises, along with the dual role these ventures play in their founders'
lives, are intricately linked to securing essential resources for their operation
and advancement.
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Social Resources. The participants have established diverse networks
across their professional, familial, and personal environments, as well as
within their social entrepreneurship sectors. These networks are crucial for
developing social enterprises as they provide access to financing, clients,
training opportunities, skill development, and emotional support.
Specifically, twenty-two participants were connected through academic
networks, twenty-four were involved in international networks, nineteen
collaborated with NGOs, seventeen partnered with commercial
organizations, thirteen worked with public institutions, nine cooperated with
other social enterprises, and six were engaged in women empowerment
networks.

We accomplished everything thanks to the contacts
we made through our family and friends (Tami). As part of
the network, I had access to a mentoring program that
helped me make new connections (Beth). I believe it is
valuable for those of us who move through this ecosystem.
All the networks that we build enable us not only to
transcend purpose, but also to be visible (Dila).

The participants highlighted the crucial role of their families in the
development of their social enterprises because they provide both emotional
and financial support. Eleven participants noted that their families had
offered financial assistance, while twenty-four received emotional support.
Additionally, ten participants started their ventures with the involvement of
their parents and siblings.

My family has always been supportive, particularly
my brother, who is the co-founder (Fito). My husband has
always helped me in a variety of ways, including being my
driver, technical support, and a strong moral supporter
(Fica). I am at an advantage because [ have family
members who own businesses and can lend me money
(Mavi).

Economic resources. Participants utilized personal networks for
internal financing, including personal savings, interest-free family loans,
and seed capital. They also secured external funding from public and private
investors, international sources, donations, and strategic partnerships.
Initially, all participants relied on personal resources to establish their social
enterprises, as they were not yet profitable. Later, diverse funding sources
were necessary: two accessed public funds, eleven obtained private funds,
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five secured both, fifteen received donations, seven engaged investors, and
twenty-five formed strategic partnerships.

Fortunately, the two founders had other sources of
income, and we, of course, were the project's capital;
along the way, we asked relatives for loans, and later we
had the honor of winning a non-refundable fund (Cata).
Consultancies account for the majority of our budget,
followed by competitive funds (Palma).

Discussion

The study identified several factors influencing the initiation and
development of women-led social enterprises, categorized as individual,
social, institutional, and cultural. Regarding individual factors, the study
emphasized how women's identification with societal needs is shaped by
their direct exposure to these issues and their personal experiences. This
identification with social problems arises not only from their proximity to
these issues but also from personal experiences that foster empathy and
guide their actions. This contrasts with the Israeli context, where religious
values shape social entrepreneurship (Borquist & de Bruin, 2019). In the
USA, UK, and China, self-fulfillment and personal satisfaction were key
individual factors (Yamini et al., 2022), while in Spain, Ferndndez-Guadafno
and Martin-Lopez (2023) found that women started their social
entrepreneurship influenced by their managerial occupational status and
previous work experience.

Regarding social factors, the findings underscored the importance of
personal and family networks. Consistent with Rosca et al. (2020), women
received support from networks established through their academic,
professional, and personal environments. Also, family influence, especially
from parents, played a significant role. This was in line with the findings
reported by Jadmiko et al. (2024), who concluded that family support went
beyond financial assistance, including sharing knowledge and experience.
However, the results differ from those of Haugh and Talwar (2016), who
found that in developing countries, women sometimes had to deceive their
husbands and families to start social enterprises due to traditional gender
expectations. Additionally, unlike the studies by Macias-Prada et al. (2023),
peer interactions—which promote collaboration and women leadership, and
contribute to women's integration in social entrepreneurship ecosystems—
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were not deemed a significant factor in the initiation of social enterprises by
these women.

The study found that institutional factors, such as the availability of
mentors and the lack of bank financing specifically designed for social
enterprises, significantly impacted social entrepreneurship. Mentors
encountered during pre-incubation programs not only motivated the women
to start their enterprises but also provided crucial support during challenging
periods. These findings differ from those of Ognjenovi¢ (2023), who
observed that women involved in government-sponsored entrepreneurship
programs in Serbia established connections with other entrepreneurs,
exchanged experiences, and received guidance to start and grow their social
entrepreneurship. However, participants did not report any influence from
social entrepreneurship-related policies. These findings align with those of
Al-Qahtani (2022) in Qatar, where financial and support institutions tend to
invest more in ventures led by men than in those led by women.

The results also highlighted cultural factors such as machismo,
harassment, and stereotypes, though only stereotypes were extensively
covered in the literature (Shang, 2024; Rosca et al., 2020). The participants
reported that the prevailing patriarchal culture in Peru did not deter their
motivation to start social enterprises. Their focus was on developing their
ventures without challenging the existing social norms, which contrasts with
the findings of Karim et al. (2023) and Haugh and Talwar (2016), where
societal expectations and patriarchal relationships constrained women's
entrepreneurial ambitions. Additionally, the drive for economic autonomy
did not influence their decision to start their social enterprises. In the early
stages, they relied on personal resources for their ventures, which differs
from the context explored by Yadav et al. (2023) in India, where economic
motivations are the primary drivers for women leading their own social
enterprises, and Ciruela-Lorenzo et al. (2020) in Latin America, where
social entrepreneurship serves as a means to enhance women’s economic
independence.

Concerning the external role fulfilled by women-led social
entrepreneurs, the primary aspect is associated with the creation of
economic activities and employment, which aligns with the findings of
Hechavarria et al. (2019). Women-led social entrepreneurship creates formal
jobs, offering more than just income by enhancing societal value and
supporting self-assessment. This is particularly significant in Latin America,
where the informal sector dominates and most enterprises are small and self-
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funded (Ruiz-Martinez et al., 2021). Women consistently demonstrated a
commitment to building environments of trust and non-discrimination for
individuals in vulnerable situations, regardless of gender. These findings are
consistent with the research conducted by Clark & Ozkazanc-Pan (2016),
which suggests that the focus should not only be on assisting women in
starting social entrepreneurship, but also on enabling their equal
participation in social entrepreneurship alongside men.

Regarding the internal role of social entrepreneurship, the participants
benefited from national and international training and mentoring, enhancing
their personal development despite no immediate economic return. While
the link between training and personal growth is underexplored in the
literature, studies by Dixit et al. (2022) and Jadmiko et al. (2024) provides
evidence that the recognition of their work resulted in an increase in their
self-confidence. Acquiring skills in project management, leadership, and
knowledge improved their quality of life, contributing to a sense of self-
actualization and pride in supporting others. Additionally, Ciruela-Lorenzo
et al. (2020) found that women who engage in social entrepreneurship gain
emotional benefits, such as increased respect and self-esteem.

Concerning the resources utilized in social entrepreneurship, this
research highlights the role of personal networks and family support in the
development of women-led social entrepreneurship. In line with the results
showed by Borquist and de Bruin (2019), participants highlighted the
crucial role of their families in providing them with emotional support to
persevere in pursuing their dreams, even in challenging circumstances. This
contrasts with Agarwal et al. (2020). This is a significant finding, as it
contrasts with Agarwal et al. (2020) study on gender biases within families
as deterrents to women's social entrepreneurship. Regarding economic
resources, this study found that women financed their social enterprises
using their own resources, a pattern similar to that observed in China (Jia,
2020). Disregarding gender, women experience a lack of policies that
promote social entrepreneurship, aligning with findings from prior research
conducted in developing nations (Kouam & Asongu, 2022; Vazquez et al.,
2018).

Based on the study's findings, an analytical framework (Figure 1) is
proposed to illustrate the initiation and development of women-led social
enterprises, highlighting the influence of individual, social, cultural, and
institutional factors, as well as the roles and resources involved. This
framework aims to guide the future advancement of social enterprises.
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Figure 1: Framework for women-led social entrepreneurship
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Conclusions, Recommendations, and Limitations

This study employed a phenomenological approach to explore the
experiences of women leaders in initiating and developing social enterprises
in Peru. It investigated the factors influencing the creation and growth of
these enterprises, the roles they play, and the social and economic resources
utilized. Sen's (1985) Agency Theory emphasizes the active role of
individuals as agents in their own development, highlighting the importance
of having both the freedom and the necessary capabilities to pursue their
goals and contribute to social well-being. Many of the women in this study
chose social entrepreneurship due to their personal experiences and
proximity to social issues, which instilled in them a sense of responsibility.
This correlation supports Sen's (1985) assertion that individuals, in addition
to passively receiving aid, can actively shape social transformation.
Furthermore, the study reveals that the initiation and development of
women-led social entrepreneurship are influenced by individual, social,
institutional, and cultural factors. Key individual factors include
entrepreneurs' identification with and understanding of their context, driven
by personal experiences that foster empathy and awareness of
environmental needs. Socially, family—especially parents—played a
significant role by facilitating connections with vulnerable populations.
Institutional factors included the importance of mentors and the challenge of
inadequate bank financing. Culturally, stereotypes and sexist attitudes led to
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harassment during the development of social enterprises. Some of these
factors, which are denoted as social, economic, and cultural barriers, were
also identified by Sen (1985) as significant constraints on an individual's
ability to exercise their agency. The study confirmed the internal and
external roles of women-led social entrepreneurship, which creates
meaningful employment opportunities for both men and women, thereby
enhancing economic well-being and personal self-worth. Finally, social
resources, notably personal networks and family support, were crucial, with
the family providing essential emotional and financial assistance.

This study offers several recommendations for stakeholders in both the
private and public sectors to advance women's social entrepreneurship in
Peru and the region. First, implementing targeted training programs that
promote social entrepreneurial activities is recommended. These programs
aim to assist women leading these forms of entrepreneurship in acquiring
financial management skills, improving business outcomes, and expanding
into new markets. Entrepreneurs, researchers, policymakers, and civil
society collectively shape the environment and can contribute to reducing
gender and cultural disparities in social entrepreneurship. Second, creating a
supportive environment that encourages women to consider social
entrepreneurship as a viable career path is crucial. Universities should
provide comprehensive training programs to equip women with the
necessary skills and resources to start and grow social enterprises.
Universities, in collaboration with nonprofit organizations, could develop
mentorship programs that provide women with access to networks of
investors, donors, and customers. In Peru, a country with significant
entrepreneurial potential and gender gaps, there is a pressing need for social
entrepreneurs who seek sustainable solutions to social issues. Third, women
often face limited access to formal financing options, such as bank loans.
Many women have developed their social enterprises through familial,
social, and relational support, while others struggle to access sufficient
resources. Public and private entities should work to provide viable and
secure financing alternatives, such as dedicated support funds for social
ventures led by women, with preferential interest rates, flexible repayment
terms, and streamlined processes. Finally, further empirical research on
women’s social entrepreneurship within the Peruvian context is
recommended. Future research could delve deeper into the experiences of
women leading social entrepreneurship within the social entrepreneurship
ecosystem, taking into account factors such as education, resource
accessibility, innovation, and cultural influences. Longitudinal studies may
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offer valuable insights into the evolution of social entrepreneurship and the
women who lead them.

The study has several limitations that future research could address.
While it provides insights from the perspective of social entrepreneurs, it
does not include the viewpoints of other stakeholders, such as the
communities affected by the social objectives of these ventures.
Additionally, there is a possibility that participants may have omitted
information, either intentionally or unintentionally.
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with the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) set by the United Nations.
With the growing emphasis on sustainability in business practices, understanding
how leadership, particularly CEO gender, influences corporate sustainability
initiatives is crucial. The research adopts a quantitative approach to analyze data
from organizations led by both male and female CEOs across various industries.
By considering the 17 SDGs as independent variables, the study aims to discern
whether organizations led by female CEOs exhibit a stronger commitment to
specific sustainability goals compared to those led by male CEOs. The analysis
seeks to uncover patterns in goal prioritization and explore whether gendered
leadership affects sustainability outcomes. The findings are expected to provide
insights into how leadership characteristics impact an organization’s sustainability
strategies and could suggest future policies and practices aimed at enhancing
gender diversity in leadership roles.

KEYWORDS: female leaders, organization, gender equality, sustainable
development goals, alignment, strategy

Introduction

Examining gender's influence on sustainability is crucial for both
theoretical and practical reasons, yet it often remains underexplored.
Namely, gender considerations are often overlooked due to a lack of
awareness, insufficient data, and traditional biases in research and policy-
making (Widegren & Sand, 2021). For these reasons, women continue to be
dissatisfied with the stigma and many restrictions they face (Radovic¢
Markovi¢, 2007), although they gradually improved their rights over time.
Namely, according to the UN Economic and Social Council (2017), as many
as 49 countries lack laws that protect women from all forms of
discrimination. This affects gender equality and further limits women's
rights in their inclusion in society and achieving the United Nation's
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Integrating gender perspectives is
essential for achieving these global goals. Therefore, their greater inclusion
in society and the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) represent one of the biggest challenges facing the modern world.
Especially, violence against women and girls, and low participation of
women in decision-making or leadership positions are the main challenges.
This violence can take many forms, including physical, sexual, and
psychological abuse, and it has far-reaching impacts on the health and well-
being of women and girls. In the economic sense, it most often refers to
limiting access to financial resources, education or employment
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opportunities. Increasing women's participation in leadership roles is not
only a matter of equity but also leads to better organizational performance
and innovation. Namely, they bring different viewpoints and approaches to
problem-solving, which can lead to more innovative solutions (Novotney,
2023). In addition, according to Novotney (2023), numerous studies show
that women leaders help increase productivity, support collaboration, inspire
organizational dedication, and improve fairness. In addition, organizations
led by women may implement more comprehensive policies and practices
that support the SDGs. Furthermore, female leaders are more likely to
prioritize ethical standards and stakeholder engagement, which are crucial
for sustainable business practices (Ricci et al., 2023).

Despite this fact, organizations do not sufficiently address policies and
practices that take into account the mismatch between how women are
viewed and the qualities and experiences required for leadership positions
(Ibarra et al., 2013). For example, leadership qualities are often associated
with masculine traits, which can disadvantage women (AAUW, 2016).
Research by Zheng, Kark, and Meister (2018) highlights the paradoxes
women leaders face, such as the need to be competent, which are often seen
as opposing qualities. In this context, leadership qualities such as
assertiveness, decisiveness, and confidence are often stereotypically viewed
as masculine traits. When women exhibit these qualities, they can face
negative biases and perceptions. This phenomenon is known as the "double
bind" where women are often judged harshly for displaying traditionally
masculine traits, yet they may also be seen as less competent. On one hand,
if they follow a masculine leadership style, their male subordinates will
dislike them. On the other hand, if they adopt a feminine style, they will be
more liked, but not respected (Radovi¢c-Markovi¢ et al., 2021). At the same
time, the women leaders' "unique" leadership style also has its dangers, as it
could strengthen gender stercotypes (Rosner, 2011). Therefore, female
inequality in the workforce continues to be a concern worldwide and the
interest in finding a solution to this problem has never stopped. In this
context, it is necessary in current organizations to support the motivation of
women to set themselves up as leaders, but also to increase the likelihood
that others will recognize their efforts and qualities (Ibarra et al., 2013).
Addressing these gaps requires concerted efforts to integrate gender analysis
into sustainability research and practice. This can lead to more inclusive and
resilient organizations and societies.
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Drawing on existing literature on gender and leadership, as well as
sustainability in business, this study adopts a quantitative approach to
examine data from diverse industries. Based on suggestions that female
executives are more likely than their male counterparts to engage in
sustainable business practices (e.g., Manner, 2010), we investigate the
impact of gender diversity in leadership by exploring how it may influence
corporate sustainability strategies, offering valuable insights for both
scholars and practitioners.

Literature Review

The relationship between leadership and organizational outcomes has
been extensively studied, with a growing focus on how different leadership
attributes, including gender, affect various aspects of corporate strategy and
performance. Several studies deal with the limitations that women face
when advancing to leadership positions. Key issues include difficulties in
adapting to the organizational culture of men, as well as stereotypes related
to career and family problems and responsibilities (Agasalim, 2021).

The need to promote women to leadership positions in organizations is
determined by numerous reasons (Mokhov, 2021). In line with this, some
research indicates that gender diversity in leadership can lead to more
innovative and inclusive decision-making processes (Catalyst, 2020). In
addition, women in leadership roles have been associated with greater
emphasis on social responsibility and ethical practices (Eagly & Carli,
2003). For instance, studies show that female leaders often prioritize social
and environmental issues, which can influence organizational policies and
practices (Adams & Ferreira, 2009). Also, female leaders must be effective
communicators, as they are responsible for ensuring that everyone in the
organization understands the company's culture and works together to
achieve its goals (Radovi¢ Markovi¢, 2023).

According to Kamath (2022), a few studies argue for the empowerment
of women in order to achieve gender equality not only at the top
management and leadership levels, but also for gender inclusiveness at the
middle and general levels in certain firms. Namely, the empowerment of
women is fundamental for the achievement of equality and corporate
sustainability (Kumar Basantia & Rameshwari Devi, 2022). In line with
this, the impact of CEO gender on corporate sustainability is an emerging
area of research. Female CEOs have been found to have different
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sustainability priorities compared to their male counterparts. According to
Post and Byron (2015), female executives are more likely to integrate
sustainability into their corporate strategies. This may be attributed to
gendered perspectives on risk and responsibility, where women are
generally perceived to have a stronger orientation towards social and
environmental concerns (Kirkpatrick & Locke, 1991; Radovi¢-Markovi¢,
2018). Research by Bear, Rahman, and Post (2010) supports this view,
indicating that companies with female board members or executives are
more likely to adopt sustainable practices. The rationale behind this trend
includes women's greater sensitivity to stakeholder concerns and a more
collaborative leadership style (Nielsen & Huse, 2010). This sensitivity can
translate into stronger commitments to the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), which address global challenges such as inequality, climate change,
and sustainable development. Such commitment includes the intensity,
direction and persistence displayed in achieving those goals. In addition,
motivation is the process that accounts for an effort made to attain a given
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Radovic-Markovi¢ et al., 2021).

The SDGs, established by the United Nations in 2015, represent a
universal agenda for addressing key global challenges. Organizations across
various sectors are increasingly aligning their strategies with these goals
(UN, 2015). Studies suggest that corporate engagement with SDGs varies
significantly based on leadership characteristics (Grosser & Moon, 2019).
Female leaders, due to their inherent tendencies towards collaborative and
ethical practices, may exhibit greater alignment with specific SDGs,
particularly those related to gender equality (Goal 5), climate action (Goal
13), and reduced inequalities (Goal 10) (Seierstad, 2016).

Most of the empirical studies focusing on the alignment of corporate
practices with SDGs in relation to CEO gender are limited but growing. For
example, a study by Terjesen, Sealy, and Singh (2009) highlights that
gender diversity in senior management correlates with higher corporate
social responsibility (CSR) scores, which often encompass elements of the
SDGs. This correlation suggests that female CEOs might be more proactive
in integrating SDG-related practices into their organizational strategies.
Further, research by Madsen and Bell (2014) indicates that female-led firms
are more likely to engage in practices that support sustainable development,
though the specific impact on each SDG needs more detailed exploration.
The diversity in sustainability goals prioritization observed in female-led
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firms could provide a nuanced understanding of how CEO gender
influences organizational alignment with the SDGs.

Methodology

Machine learning aims to find a relationship between independent and
dependent variables. In this study, the objective is to examine the impact of
a leader's gender on achieving Sustainable Development Goals. Since
gender is a demographical variable, it is not advised to use it as a dependent
variable for classification. In this study Linear Discriminant Analysis (LDA)
(Blei et al., 2003) a supervised learning technique that searches for variables
which best discriminate among classes is applied (Martinez & Kak, 2001).
In the present study, LDA was used as supervised modeling for gender
classification (Female or Male). There are many other studies where LDA
is used for demographic variables (Hu et al., 2007; Schler et al., 2006).
Figure 1 illustrates the methodology adopted for the research.

Figure 1: A proposed methodology
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Up-sampling using SMOTE

¥
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The data for the research work is taken from the open-source platform
Kaggle.com (Kaggle: Your Home for Data Science, 2024), as well as from
sustainability reports and ESG scores from ResponsibilityReports.com
(Sustainalytics, 2024). The cleaned textual data of ESG reports of Standard
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& Poor's 500 large companies listed on stock exchanges in the United States
(Chopra, 2024) was used to identify the keywords related to the SDG goals.
The sustainability reports were converted to text, and the SDGs were
identified from the keywords in the text. The sustainability development
goals were calculated from the text using the text2sdg package (Meier et al.,
2021) in R Programming. The methods used for identifying the SDG goals
from the ESG reports include the Aukland approach (Wang et al., 2023),
SIRIS (Duran-Silva et al.,, 2019), Aurora Universities Network
(Vanderfeesten et al., 2011), and Elsevier (Hellwig et al., 2019), all of which
rely on Lucene-style Boolean queries. Additionally, the SDGO (Bautista-
Puig & Maule6n E, 2019) and SDSN (Sachs et al., 2024) databases were
also utilized for this purpose. Analysis of the data was done using
the text2sdg (Wulff et al., 2021) package in R Programming (version 4.0.1)
(Bunn et al., 2017). To create a balanced dataset, the SMOTE technique was
applied using Python (Van Rossum, 2009) software and the PyCaret (Ali,
2020) package. This balanced data was then analyzed using IBM SPSS. For
LDA, IBM SPSS version 28.0 (IBM.Corp & Released 2021, 2023) package
was used.

Variable of the Study

The dependent variable for the present study is the gender of the CEO
of the organization, while the independent variables are the seventeen
Sustainable Development Goals (SDG- 1 to SDG- 17), listed as follows:
SDG-1 Eliminate Poverty, SDG-2 Erase Hunger, SDG-3 Establish Good
Health and Well-Being, SDG-4 Provide Quality Education, SDG-5 Enforce
Gender Equality, SDG-6 Improve Clean Water and Sanitation, SDG-7 Grow
Affordable and Clean Energy, SDG-8 Create Decent Work and Economic
Growth, SDG-9 Increase Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure, SDG-10
Reduce Inequality, SDG-11 Mobilize Sustainable Cities and Communities,
SDG-12 Influence Responsible Consumption and Production, SDG-13
Organize Climate Action, SDG-14 Develop Life Below Water, SDG-15
Advance Life On Land, SDG-16 Guarantee Peace, Justice, and Strong
Institutions, SDG-17 Build Partnerships for the Goals.

Data Analysis

Since the gender data, considered the dependent variable, is imbalanced
due to the very low ratio of female CEOs, it poses challenges for analysis.
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Using SMOTE (Fernandez et al., 2018) techniques the data was upscaled
and then used for further analysis. With the advancements in machine
learning, there are many algorithms available for classification. The most
appropriate one for this study is LDA (Linear Discriminant Analysis). A
total of 808 observations were collected for the CEOs of S and P 500
companies and their ESG reports from 2014 to 2023. Due to data cleaning,
only 808 observations were used for analysis. Due to class imbalance,
SMOTE is used to balance the data. There are many techniques which are
used to solve the class imbalance problem, such as the Synthetic Minority
Oversampling Technique (SMOTE) (Fernandez et al., 2018), Adaptive
Synthetic Sampling (ADASYN) (He et al., 2008), SMOTE-ENN
(Noorhalim et al., 2019), SMOTETomek (Batista et al., 2004; Wang et al.,
2023) and so on. In this study, we used SMOTE Tomek for balancing the
data. In SMOTE new data points are created for the minority class.
The SMOTE technique was used, and the data was transformed to 1115
observations. This data was used for applying Linear Discriminant Analysis.

Linear Discriminant Analysis

Linear Discriminant Analysis (Brown & Tinsley, 1983) is a method
that helps researchers explore and explain the differences between two or
more distinct groups by looking at several continuous variables at the same
time. Although gender is a demographical variable, it is not advised to use it
as a dependent variable for classification. In this study, Linear Discriminant
Analysis (LDA) (Blei et al., 2003) a supervised learning technique that
searches for variables which best discriminate among classes (Martinez &
Kak, 2001) is being used. There are many other studies where LDA is used
for demographic variables as dependent variables (Hu et al., 2007; Schler et
al., 2006). With respect to the objective of the study, which is to find which
SDGs discriminated the male and female leaders, LDA seems to be the most
appropriate technique. Since our objective is to identify the independent
variables rather than classify them, Linear Discriminant Analysis (LDA) is
considered to be a better method for dimension reduction and feature
selection. It is widely used by researchers across various domains (Habachi
& Benbachir, 2019). In this research, LDA is used to identify features that
discriminate gender based on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
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Wilks Lambda

The key statistic used to determine whether there is a relationship
between the independent and dependent variables is the significance test for
Wilks' lambda. Wilks' lambda is the proportion of the total variance in the

discriminant scores that is not explained by differences among the groups.

Table 1: Wilks' lambda Test

Standard Wilks' ..
SDG Gender Mean Deviation Lambda F dfl df2 Significance
Female 10.9638 6.34619
SDG 01 0946 64.093 1 1113 0
- Male 8.2457  4.98169
Female 6.8104 5.44884
SDG 02 0.975 29.02 1 1113 0
- Male 9.0278  7.60331
Female 19.1075 9.83347
SDG 03 0977 26.131 1 1113 0
- Male 22.6043 12.20812
Female 13.2534 6.30059
SDG 04 0.994 7.134 1 1113 0.008
- Male 12.3369 5.13661
Female 10.9341 6.58054
SDG 05 0.993 7.911 1 1113 0.005
- Male 9.8717  5.95369
Female 14.9652 8.92826
SDG 06 0.995 5684 1 1113 0.017
- Male 13.6028 9.75544
Female 30.377 16.94971
SDG 07 0.991 10264 1 1113 0.001
- Male 27.4637 13.38701
Female 29.4591 7.81625
SDG 08 0.997 3122 1 1113 0.078
- Male 28.6368 7.56107
Female 21.1087 4.76621
SDG 09 0984 18.196 1 1113 0
- Male 19.8006 5.25117
Female 23.9608 7.06264
SDG 10 1 0.05 1 1113 0.824
- Male 23.8655 7.05038
Female 29.6534 4.96574
SDG 11 0.997 2.923 1 1113 0.088
- Male 30.4034 8.49765
Female 22.9488 7.70253
SDG 12 0974 30.122 1 1113 0
- Male 25.7867 9.06671
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Standard  Wilks' -
SDG Gender Mean Deviation Lambda F dft df2 Significance

Female 29.3872 8.52987
SDG_13 1 0.199 1 1113 0.655
~  Male 29.6754 11.93635

Female 6.3729 4.08477
SDG_14 0.992 8821 1 1113 0.003
~  Male 5.5085 5.25064

Female 9.4146 5.60406
SDG 15 0.997 3.483 1 1113 0.062
- Male 10.1901 7.62163

Female 28.9953 8.89625
SDG_16 099 4478 1 1113 0.035
~  Male 27.8671 8.70612

Female 6.854 3.13618
SDG_17 0997 3908 1 1113 0.048
~  Male 6.4482  3.55061

Source: Authors’ calculation

Based on the results of Wilks' Lambda, it's evident that the null
hypothesis is rejected for SDG 01, SDG 02, SDG 03, SDG 09, SDG 12,
SDG 07, SDG 14, SDG 05, SDG 04, SDG 06, SDG 16, and SDG _17.
This means there is a significant difference in these SDGs between genders
at the 5% significance level. Specifically, SDGs 1,4,5,6,7,12,14, and 16
favor female CEOs, while SDGs 2 and 3 are more favorable to male CEOs.
The canonical correlation coefficient is 0.515 and the square of the
canonical correlation is 0.265. This value measures the association between
the discriminant score and the set of independent variables. The eigenvalue
i1s 0.362, indicating that the discriminant function explains approximately
36.2% of the variance, which is quite low. Similarly, Wilks" lambda is
0.734, meaning 26.6% (1 - 0.734) of the variance is explained by the SDGs
according to the discriminant function at a 5% significance level.

Standardized Canonical Discriminant Function Coefficients

The standardized canonical discriminant function coefficients indicate
the relationship of the variable with the discriminant function. Higher values
suggest that the variable contributes more strongly to differentiating by
gender. The SDG, ranked by the magnitude of their coefficients indicating
discriminatory power are as follows: SDG_01, SDG_10, SDG_03, SDG 02,
SDG 07, SDG_12, SDG 06, SDG 05, SDG 04, SDG 14, SDG 11,
SDG 13, SDG 09, SDG 16, SDG 15, SDG 17 and SDG 08. The
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importance of each variable is indicated by the relative size of the absolute
value of its coefficient, with more important variables having larger
coefficients. The direction is indicated by the sign of the coefficients.
Similarly, the structure matrix indicates each variable's correlation with the
discriminant function, with higher values representing stronger correlations.
Many authors consider the structure matrix a better measure than
the standardized canonical discriminant function coefficient.

Table 2: Standardized Canonical Discriminant Function Coefficients

Standardized Canonical

DG Discriminant Function Coefficients Structure Matrix
SDG 01 197 0.399
SDG_02 -435 -0.269
SDG_03 -457 -0.255
SDG 04 322 0.133
SDG 05 331 0.14
SDG_06 .355 0.119
SDG_07 424 0.16
SDG 08 .019 0.088
SDG 09 175 0.213
SDG_10 -4717 0.011
SDG_11 -.300 -0.085
SDG 12 -.372 -0.274
SDG 13 -.228 -0.022
SDG_14 304 0.148
SDG_15 -.155 -0.093
SDG 16 173 0.105
SDG 17 .061 0.099

Source: Authors’ calculation

The group centroid value is 0.706 for female CEOs and 0.511 for male
CEOs. Based on the coefficients and their signs in the structure matrix, it
seems that SDG’s SDG 01, SDG 09, SDG 07, SDG 14, SDG 05,
SDG_04, SDG_06, SDG_16, SDG_17, SDG_15, SDG 08, and SDG_10
favored by female CEOs and SDG 12, SDG 02, SDG 03, SDG 11 and
SDG 13 are favored by male CEOs.
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Discussion

The discriminant analysis results reveal significant differences in the
prioritization of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) based on the
gender of the CEO, which aligns with existing literature on gendered
leadership preferences in corporate strategy. Specifically, Wilks' Lambda
results indicate that for SDGs 1 (No Poverty), 4 (Quality Education), 5
(Gender Equality), 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation), 7 (Affordable and Clean
Energy), 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production), 14 (Life Below
Water), and 16 (Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions), female CEOs
demonstrate stronger alignment compared to their male counterparts. These
findings are consistent with prior research that suggests female leaders tend
to emphasize social and environmental issues more prominently (Post &
Byron, 2015; Adams & Ferreira, 2009).

Conversely, SDGs 2 (Zero Hunger) and 3 (Good Health and Well-
being) are more strongly aligned with organizations led by male CEOs. This
outcome might reflect traditional business priorities that are often
emphasized in male-dominated leadership contexts, focusing more on
immediate, measurable outcomes such as economic growth and productivity
(Eagly & Carli, 2003). Such findings suggest that male and female CEOs
may adopt differing perspectives on what constitutes sustainable business
practices, potentially driven by underlying gendered differences in
leadership values and decision-making styles (Bear et al., 2010).

The canonical correlation coefficient (0.515) and its squared value
(0.265) indicate a moderate association between the discriminant scores and
the set of SDGs. Although this relationship is significant, the relatively low
eigenvalue (0.362) and Wilks' Lambda (0.734) suggest that the discriminant
function explains only a limited portion of the variance (36.2%) in the data.
This result highlights the complexity of sustainability priorities, which are
likely influenced by multiple factors beyond CEO gender alone (Grosser &
Moon, 2019).

The group centroid values for female (0.706) and male (-0.511) CEOs
further illustrate the distinct differences in how these leaders approach SDG
integration within their organizations. Female CEOs tend to favor SDGs
related to social equity, environmental protection, and long-term
sustainability goals, such as SDGs 1, 5, 6, 7, 14, and 16. These goals are
inherently more aligned with the collaborative and stakeholder-inclusive
leadership styles often associated with women in executive positions
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(Nielsen & Huse, 2010). On the other hand, male CEOs are more aligned
with goals like SDGs 2, 3, 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities), and 13
(Climate Action), which are associated with tangible, growth-oriented
outcomes. This observation aligns with research suggesting that male
leaders may prioritize goals that demonstrate immediate business
performance (Terjesen et al., 2009).

These findings contribute to the broader understanding of how gender
diversity in leadership can impact organizational alignment with global
sustainability frameworks. By emphasizing the differing priorities of male
and female CEOs, this study highlights the importance of diverse leadership
in fostering a holistic approach to sustainable development. Organizations
aiming to enhance their contributions to the SDGs may benefit from
fostering gender diversity at the executive level to ensure a balanced
integration of social, environmental, and economic objectives.

Conclusion

The importance of the study can be emphasized by the fact that there
are very few studies that focus on the impact of gender diversity on the
achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Therefore, our
study highlighted the promotion of women in leadership positions and the
need to ensure gender diversity in decision-making. This would not only
support the achievement of SDG 5 (gender equality), but also improve the
business performance of organizations. Namely, this study highlights the
important influence of the CEQ's gender on the prioritization of the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) within organizations. It has been
observed that female CEOs are more likely to prioritize goals related to
gender equality (SDG 5), quality education (SDG 4) and good health and
well-being (SDG 3). This is often attributed to their stronger commitment to
the welfare of the community, as well as to the achievement of long-term
social goals. The study, on the other hand, showed that male directors focus
on goals related to economic growth and immediate business results. In
short, women leaders often adopt a long-term perspective, focusing on
sustainable growth rather than short-term gains. This approach is well
aligned with the overarching goals of the SDGs, which relate to long-term
global sustainability. These differences between women and men leaders
highlight the importance of appreciating diverse leadership in achieving a
balanced and comprehensive approach to sustainability.
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In the end, it is stated that sustainable development policies that do not
consider gender disparities and that do not have a holistic approach to the
problem, will not be able to respond to the needs of all members of the
community. Our recommendation is to ensure that women are represented in
leadership positions across all sectors, including government, business, and
civil society.

The study findings could have practical implications for businesses,
policymakers, and sustainability advocates, emphasizing the importance of
fostering gender-diverse leadership to promote sustainable development. In
addition, the scientific sector is expected to provide important support to
this action on a broader level in terms of achieving gender equality, through
concerted efforts to integrate gender analysis into sustainability research and
practice.

Limitations and Future Scope of Research

This study has several limitations. First, it focuses solely on the gender
of the CEO, without considering other potentially influential variables such
as the CEO’s experience, educational background, or cultural context.
Additionally, the study relies on a quantitative approach, which limits the
exploration of underlying motivations and decision-making processes. The
sample size and diversity of industries represented in the study may also
affect the generalizability of the results. Finally, the study assumes a linear
relationship between CEO gender and SDG prioritization, which may
overlook the complexity of leadership influences on sustainability strategies.

Future research can expand upon this study by exploring additional
factors that influence organizational alignment with the SDGs beyond CEO
gender. For example, examining the impact of industry type, organizational
culture, and the presence of gender-diverse leadership teams could provide a
more nuanced understanding of the relationship between leadership and
sustainability. Longitudinal studies could also investigate how shifts in
leadership impact changes in SDG prioritization over time. Additionally,
qualitative research methods, such as case studies or interviews with CEOs,
could yield deeper insights into the motivations and strategic choices that
drive sustainability decisions. Expanding the sample to include
organizations from various regions and sectors would enhance the
generalizability of the findings.
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entrepreneurs in search of business sustainability. This study highlights the
importance of acquiring soft skills through experience. At the same time, the
creation and development of business plans require educational intervention by
specialists, as a lack of knowledge in key areas such as marketing and operations
can hinder the growth of ventures.

KEYWORDS: women, educational intervention, business plan, soft skills

Introduction

In recent years, entrepreneurship has become a key driver for the
promotion of economic growth in different countries (Batz Lifieiro et al.,
2024; Pécot et al., 2024), acting as a dynamic agent that creates and
transforms opportunities by generating employment and contributing to
economic progress (Avila, 2021). Also, entrepreneurship has proven to be a
force capable of offering innovative solutions to challenging social
problems (Apostu & Gigauri, 2023; Morante et al., 2024). It is not limited
by age, gender, origin, or level of education. What truly matters for those
who have an entrepreneurial initiative is their ability to identify
opportunities, take risks, and make strategic decisions to carry them out
(Clark et al., 2023).

Women entrepreneurs face a variety of challenges in their business
ventures; these challenges include limited access to financial resources, lack
of entrepreneurial skills, social stereotypes, gender-based discrimination,
geographic isolation from support networks, and specific obstacles related
to family responsibilities and property rights (Abd & Hashim, 2023; Gashi
et al., 2022; Hayati & Arini, 2023; Beulah, 2023). These challenges hinder
women's ability to start and expand their businesses, limiting their economic
well-being and contribution to society (Singh & Britto, 2022). However,
women entrepreneurs also demonstrate resilience and find ways to
overcome these challenges (Shiralashetti & Poojari, 2022).

The success of women-led ventures is significantly influenced by
interpersonal skills and effective business planning (Umar et al., 2023).
Studies indicate that improving interpersonal capabilities fosters
collaboration, which is crucial for women's business performance (Tatasari,
2023), while interpersonal communication competence is vital for building
effective business networks (Ajieh, 2023). Strategic planning provides
greater performance benefits for women entrepreneurs, helping them
overcome initial disadvantages (Prakash et al., 2023). Furthermore, women
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who adopt connective leadership styles and focus on organizational design
are more likely to succeed (Astuti et al., 2024), it is important to recognize
that systemic barriers hinder women entrepreneurs, which may require
external support and resources to overcome and achieve success.

Women entrepreneurs in Latin America face several challenges. These
challenges include social and gender inequalities in the online environment,
lack of digital skills, limited access to digital devices and infrastructure,
dependence on support staff and family members, and concerns around
security, safety, and work-life balance (Khoo et al., 2023). In addition,
women in Latin America face exclusion from male spheres, job
discrimination, lack of support, and family responsibilities, which limit their
ability to start and grow businesses (Batiz-Lazo & Gonzalez-Correa, 2022;
Flores-Novelo et al., 2021). In some countries, women may experience
barriers related to family responsibilities, property ownership, and
contracting (Anandhi, 2022). The social structure, influenced by the
patriarchal and macho culture, shapes and determines gender relations in
entrepreneurial activities carried out by women in Latin America (Rezaei &
Franca, 2021). Uneven progress has been observed in different countries in
terms of factors such as access to credit and financial services, institutional,
legal, and regulatory frameworks, and the promotion of entrepreneurship
(Alecchi, 2020; Roper et al., 2020).

According to Ipsos Global Adviso (2022), Peru stands out globally as
the fourth country with the highest number of entrepreneurs. However, the
challenges are evident, since according to the report of the Global
Entrepreneurship Monitor (2023) 25% of enterprises fail in the first year and
50% do not exceed four years in the market. This situation is mainly
attributed to the lack of entrepreneurial training focused on skill-building
and motivation (Rutti et al., 2021). Despite these challenges, there is a
remarkable growth in women's participation in the entrepreneurial field,
with approximately 8 out of 10 women participating in comprehensive
training programs (Camara de Comercio de Lima, 2020). However, it
is concerning that only 14.4% of them receive adequate training in business
management.

These data reflect an increasingly empowered society, with women
capable of creating businesses, as pointed out by the Camara de Comercio
de Lima (2023). Despite this progress, the lack of training in business issues
remains a barrier to launching and sustaining ventures over time. Therefore,
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it is important to promote the creation of business programs that apply
practical methodologies (Cirilo & Merino, 2019).

Given this situation, entrepreneurship education presents itself as a
viable solution, because it is a comprehensive process that provides people
with the skills, knowledge, and perspectives necessary to understand and
meet the challenges of the business environment (Robbins & Mary, 2017).
In addition, it fosters a continuous learning mentality, preparing individuals
to face and learn from challenges (Senge, 2006). On the other hand, its
practical application is very advantageous in the long term, as it allows
companies to evolve, innovate, and adapt to the market (Bezgin et al.,
2022). Therefore, for correct business training, it is essential to deal with
related topics such as marketing, strategic management, decision-making,
and leadership (Garcia et al., 2023).

It is important to note that, despite the relevance of female
entrepreneurship, there is an important gap in studies on entrepreneurship
education. Many studies focus on entrepreneurial intention, limiting factors,
and proposals to improve government policies. For this reason, this study
aims to evaluate the impact of an entrepreneurship program focused on soft
skills and business plans. In this way, it is expected to contribute to existing
knowledge and develop effective strategies to promote female
entrepreneurship and its sustainability, addressing a significant gap in
research on entrepreneurship education. The study aims to provide crucial
tools for women to overcome systemic barriers such as limited access to
financial resources and gender discrimination. Evaluating the effectiveness
of these programs can inform the design of more effective policies to
support women's entrepreneurship, thereby contributing to a more inclusive
and equitable entrepreneurial ecosystem, and promoting the long-term
sustainability and success of women-led businesses.

Basic Concepts and Related Literature

Women's entrepreneurial success can be achieved through the
development of soft skills and business plans as alternatives to the obstacles
mentioned above (Efendi et al., 2024). Soft skills, such as communication,
leadership, critical thinking, and problem-solving, are crucial to improving
entrepreneurship and enhancing competitiveness and productivity (Bhandari
et al., 2024; Feranita et al., 2024). In addition, training and education play a
vital role in the development of women entrepreneurs by increasing their
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competence, efficiency, creativity, innovation, morale, confidence, skills,
and knowledge (Efendi et al., 2024). It also highlights the importance of soft
skills in female entrepreneurship programs, as they strengthen agency, self-
esteem, self-confidence, and self-efficacy, leading to economic
empowerment (Ognjenovi¢, 2023). However, it is important to note that
limited entrepreneurship training programs focused solely on technical skills
may have limited success in improving the performance of women-led
businesses (Sharma et al., 2023; Taskin et al., 2023).

Boosting the business success of women entrepreneurs can be achieved
through the development of soft skills and business plans. Soft skills, such
as self-esteem, self-confidence, and self-efficacy, play a crucial role in
enhancing the agency and economic empowerment of women entrepreneurs
(Sayeed, 2023; Sawale & Karpe, 2019). Training and education are
important in the development of women entrepreneurs, as they help increase
competence, efficiency, creativity, innovation, and confidence (Ault et al.,
2022; Bekbolat et al., 2022). In addition, business plans are essential for
ideation development, baseline analysis, and business formalization, among
other stages of business establishment and growth (Fetahu & Lekli, 2023).
Subsequently, the development of soft skills and business plans can lead to
better business results, including the adoption of effective business practices
(Nade, 2022; Setiadi et al., 2021). However, it is important to keep in mind
that the impact of training and education does not always align with
expected performance levels, and the effects of soft skills training may vary
between different groups, such as male and female entrepreneurs (Tem et
al., 2020; Ubfal et al., 2020).

Women entrepreneurs can benefit from leveraging their social capital,
acquiring new skills, building networks, and seeking support from policies
and programs designed to address their specific needs (Anandhi, 2022;
Venotha & Mariadoss, 2022). Policymakers and governments can play a
crucial role in supporting these efforts by implementing targeted policy
interventions, improving infrastructure, and creating investment
opportunities in rural areas (Pantaleon et al., 2023, 2024; Theunissen, 2022).
Company-wide involvement and a strong commitment from top
management are necessary to achieve gender equality in organizations and
leverage the talent of women entrepreneurs as a competitive advantage
(Ntibane, 2022).

Research on educational interventions has explored areas such as
emotional well-being, entrepreneurial traits, and attributes that influence
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entrepreneurship. For example, a study by Chatterjee et al., (2022),
evaluated the well-being of marginalized women participating in an
entrepreneurial training program. The study highlighted that, while
entrepreneurial programs are valuable, they are not guaranteed to succeed
unless they focus on participants” well-being. Castro and Zermeiio (2023)
analyzed the entrepreneurial experiences of two women entrepreneurs,
showing that business training programs should be oriented to publicize
methodologies to scale a business and tools that facilitate the management
of income, expenses, and profits. Similarly, Bhatti et al., (2021), in their
study on the role of entrepreneurial education and training programs for
university students, managed to identify psychological attributes such as
self-confidence, tolerance, innovation, and motivation, which are essential
for successful entrepreneurship.

Avnimelech and Rechter (2023) and Dams et al. (2022) conducted a
study on business accelerators for female entrepreneurship, showing that
low levels of entrepreneurial human capital, limited networks, low levels of
entrepreneurial  self-efficacy, low legitimacy in the entrepreneurial
ecosystem, and limited access to capital are the main barriers faced by
women entrepreneurs. Similarly, Mashapure et al. (2023) and Biney (2023)
conducted a study showing that inadequate support of government plans,
lack of business management knowledge, and role conflicts due to family
pressures hinder the sustainability of female entrepreneurship.

Soft Skills Development

The development of soft skills is an important aspect of higher
education institutions and is being recognized by organizations and experts
around the world (Rahate & Azmi, 2023). Institutions such as universities
play a role in the development of soft skills through various initiatives such
as clubs, associations, leadership roles, self-development books, videos, and
training. (Mwita et al., 2023; Otache et al., 2024). Soft skills are considered
essential for the professional development and socialization of people in
socio-economic professions (Glazunova et al., 2022; Varhata et al., 2023).
This training is crucial to meet the requirements of the labor market and the
changing dynamics of the educational system (Nyiazova et al., 2023;
Shvedova et al., 2022). In addition, soft skills, which include emotional
intelligence, communication skills, critical thinking skills, and leadership,
are important for students, workers, and managerial positions (Korniienko &
Barchi, 2023). Soft skills also serve as a basis for developing higher-order
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skills or meta-skills, which are necessary for lifelong learning and personal
and professional growth (Rovenska et al., 2023; Zubenko & Ishchuk, 2022).
In general, the development of soft skills is considered a key factor in
improving entrepreneurial capabilities.

Soft skills are important for women's success in business (Tem et al.,
2020) and studies have confirmed that career success is determined by soft
skills (Allen, 2022; Bekbolat et al., 2022; Fetahu & Lekli, 2023; Suan-Chin,
2021). The development of soft skills, such as communication and
management skills, is equally necessary for everyday life and work
(Tripathy, 2021; Shvedova et al., 2022). Furthermore, in the context of
female entrepreneurship, the development of interpersonal skills has been
found to strengthen the capacity for action and have an impact on the
economic empowerment of women entrepreneurs in low- and middle-
income countries (Ault et al., 2022; Zubenko & Ishchuk, 2022). Literature
and lessons learned from the Mozambique-based social incubator MUV A
have highlighted the importance of soft skills in female entrepreneurship
programs to improve self-esteem, self-confidence, and self-efficacy, which
in turn strengthens agency (Rahim, 2023). Therefore, it can be concluded
that soft skills development plays a crucial role in helping women succeed
in business.

Business Management Through Business Plans

Business plans are an integral part of women's business management
strategy, where proper planning and well-grounded business plans reduce
the risk of failure and vulnerability in business organizations (Gashi, 2015;
Parvin, 2018). Women's economic power and purchasing power make them
an important market segment for businesses to focus on (Bett & Gakobo,
2018). Successful women-owned small businesses in various industries,
such as construction, rely on business planning strategies for sustainability
and growth (Almira Syfa, 2023; Botezat, 2010). In addition, developing a
successful business model for women's health also requires strategies,
marketing approaches, and financial tools, which can be described in a
business plan (Fay-Spina, 2017; Peake et al., 2018). Overall, business plans
play a crucial role in guiding women entrepreneurs and organizations
toward long-term success and achievement of their goals (Jones et al.,
2002).

Business planning strategies are effective for women's entrepreneurial
management (Ahmad et al., 2022; Mutabazi, 2023; Oyervides et al., 2021).
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These strategies help women entrepreneurs in various ways, such as
improving performance in small and medium enterprises (Yuniarto et al.,
2022), prioritizing actions and decision-making (Biar & Akok, 2022),
achieving sustainable development, and ensuring the longevity and growth
of enterprises (Gashi, 2015). The use of business planning strategies
involves elements such as setting clear goals and objectives, effective
communication and teamwork, reliance on expertise, networking, and
continuing education (Peake et al, 2018). By implementing these
strategies, women-owned businesses can improve their performance,
contribute to the local economy, promote job development, and foster
positive community relations (Mitchelmore & Rowley, 2013).

Materials and Methods

The research was applied, with a pre-experimental design and a mixed
approach, allowing for a deeper exploration of the topic.

The study population consisted of 40 women belonging to the
"Emprende mujer"” group in the province of Chachapoyas; however, only 28
of them decided to participate in the business education program. This
group is made up of women who are involved in gastronomy, beauty,
imports, and other businesses.

A pre-test and post-test were applied with a single group; a survey was
applied before and after the program to the participant population. In
addition, each of the participants was accompanied during the execution of
the program, to ensure compliance with all programmed activities, which
were carried out personally. This design presents a weakness in terms of
internal validity because it does not have a control group to make
comparisons of presence and absence measurements (Campbell & Stanley,
1996). In addition, external variables cannot be controlled, which limits the
generalization of the results to the accessible population and the target
population (Naupas et al., 2018). Therefore, to minimize the risks of internal
validity, the proposal of Campbell and Stanley (1996) was considered, as
presented in Table 1.
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Table 1: Risk mitigation measures from a single-group pre-experimental

study

Risk Explanation

Mitigation

The most relevant events
Story occur between the initial
test and the final test.

Participants over time
experience the aging
process and acquire
knowledge and skills quite
apart from the educational
intervention.

There is a change in the
Instrumentation instrument used in the

Maturation

study.
Tests The result§ are affected by
the execution of the test.
The scores obtained by the
Regression participants may vary

significantly from what
was expected.

. The duration of the program

was 4 months, the sections
were given every 15 days.

. It is unlikely that the content

of this program will be
included in other educational
activities because the group of
women entrepreneurs was not
part of another program or
business incubator.

. It is unlikely that other

entrepreneurial education
events targeting the
"Emprende Mujer" group will
occur that could affect the
results of this study.

. There was no change.

. Informed consent from the

women entrepreneurs in this
study.

. All participants who wished to

collaborate in the study were
evaluated and no selection
was made.

Source: Authors' elaboration

A questionnaire consisting of 30 items was used to collect information,
distributed in two thematic areas: soft skills, corresponding to 9 items, and
business plan, corresponding to 21 items. In addition, the most relevant
sociodemographic data of the participants were collected, such as number of
children, educational level, marital status, and others, to better understand
and analyze the characteristics of the target population. The questionnaire

was validated by experts in the field.
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Application Procedure

Initially, a questionnaire was applied to evaluate the soft skills and
knowledge about business plans of the women entrepreneurs. Subsequently,
an entrepreneurial education program was implemented for 4 months. At the
end of the educational intervention, a second application of the initial
questionnaire was carried out to evaluate the impact of the program on the
participants.

Educational Intervention

The business education program consisted of 8 sessions, as detailed in
Table 2; each session lasted approximately 2 to 3 hours and was taught by a
specialist in management and business plan formulation. The sessions were
conducted practically through the exemplification of cases to achieve a
better understanding and keep the target audience entertained. In addition,
they were aligned with the participants' businesses, including a round of
questions every hour to clear their doubts.

Table 2: Sessions of the educational intervention

NO

. Business education session Subtopics/Activities
session

Introduction, empower . Openness and welcome.

1 yourself as a woman through . Empowerment and soft skills
band skills. through dynamic games.

2 Business Plan . Canvas model.
Business ideas and cases of

3 . Teamwork.

successful ventures.

Internal and external strategic
analysis.

Supply analysis and market
research.

Strategic marketing, marketing
strategies, and marketing mix.
Company formalization, business

4 Strategic Plan
5 Market analysis
6 Marketing Plan

Organizational and human

7 talent plan registration, and organization
structure.
Service design, quality

8 Plan of operations management, process strategy,

location, infrastructure, opening
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NO

. Business education session Subtopics/Activities
session

hours, and equipment.
Survey application - ex-post
evaluation.

Closing

Source: The structure of the sessions was based on the book Practical Guide for the
Elaboration of a Business Plan by Boveda et al. (2015) .

Data Analysis

For data analysis, descriptive statistics were used, including the
calculation of measures of central tendency and dispersion. Inferential
statistics were also used to test the hypothesis and evaluate the significance
of the results obtained (Gutiérrez & de la Vara, 2008). This analysis was
carried out in the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences-SPSS 26
software, applying the Shapiro-Wilk test for normality and the Levene test
for homogeneity of variances. Based on these results, a parametric analysis
using the Student's t-test was used to evaluate the impact of the business
program on women entrepreneurs by comparing means.

Results

The results obtained after the educational intervention with women
entrepreneurs are presented, evaluating the effectiveness of the business
program.

After performing an analysis using the Student's t-test, it was
determined that the entrepreneurship education program has had a highly
significant impact on the development of entrepreneurial skills in women
entrepreneurs (p = 0.02). This finding is supported by the change observed
in the measurements before and after the educational intervention. Before
the program implementation, the median of entrepreneurial skills was 75.89
with a standard deviation of 28. Subsequently, after the intervention, this
median increased significantly to 117, suggesting a substantial improvement
in the participants' entrepreneurial skills. This considerable increase in post-
intervention measures underscores the effectiveness of the entrepreneurship
education program in strengthening the specific entrepreneurial
competencies assessed in this study, thus highlighting its relevance in the
development and empowerment of women entrepreneurs.
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Figure 1: Impact of the business education program on women
entrepreneurs

140

-

Before the intervention After the intervention

Source: Authors' elaboration

Increases in the average value of entrepreneurial competencies may
reflect a higher level of confidence and capability among participants,
which, in turn, could translate into real business success. For example,
improved skills in areas such as time management, effective
communication, and resilience can facilitate more informed decision-
making and the ability to cope with challenges, which could result in
increased sustainability and growth of their businesses.

Figure 2: Impact of the entrepreneurship education program on soft skills
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Soft skills prior to intervention Soft skills after the intervention

Source: Authors' elaboration
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After performing an analysis using the Student's t-test, it is evident that
the business education program has had a significant impact on the
strengthening of soft skills in women entrepreneurs (p = 0.05). This finding
is supported by the change observed in the measurements before and after
the educational intervention. Before the implementation of the program, the
median of soft skills was 25.43; subsequently, after the intervention, this
median increased to 38.07. Although the difference was not considerable,
significant improvements were perceived. This suggests that, although the
women entrepreneurs already possessed certain soft skills to face the
challenges and obstacles presented, the program contributed to enhancing
and improving these competencies. It is important to highlight that, despite
the prior existence of soft skills, the educational intervention was able to
generate additional improvements, which underscores the relevance and
positive impact of the business education program on the integral
development of women entrepreneurs.

Figure 3: Impact of the entrepreneurship education program on business
plan learning

” Il

Prior knowledge of business plans Subsequent knowledge of business plans

Source: Authors' elaboration.

After applying the Student's t-test, it was confirmed that the
entrepreneurship education program had a highly significant impact on the
learning of business plans in women entrepreneurs (p = 0.04). This result is
based on the change observed in the measurements before and after the
educational intervention. Before the implementation of the program, the
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median of business plan learning stood at 50.46; however, after the
intervention, this median experienced a notable increase, reaching 79.11.

This demonstrates that educational interventions, especially those that
employ examples and case studies, can spark interest and motivation for
learning in women entrepreneurs committed to the development and success
of their businesses. The practical approach of the program enabled
participants to acquire solid knowledge directly applicable to their
businesses. These results underscore the importance of collaboration
between academia and the business sector to design effective educational
programs that address the specific needs of women entrepreneurs, thus
contributing to their training and empowerment in the business
environment. Future research could benefit from larger sample sizes, diverse
industry representation, and consideration of diverse socioeconomic
contexts to provide more robust and broadly applicable conclusions. In
addition, longitudinal studies could provide insights into the long-term
impact of these educational interventions on women's entrepreneurial
success and firm sustainability.

Discussion

This study evaluated the impact of an educational intervention in
entrepreneurship education designed to improve the entrepreneurial skills of
a group of women entrepreneurs, resulting in a significant positive effect.
This aligns with the study by Galvao et al. (2020), which supports the
positive influence of entrepreneurship education and training programs on
the development of entrepreneurial competencies and project creation in
entrepreneurs of both genders in Portugal. Likewise, it is in agreement with
Nufez-Canal et al. (2023), which also found a significant impact (p <0.05)
of the entrepreneurship education program on high school students in Spain,
showing improvements in their entrepreneurial potential. On the other hand,
differences were found in the work of Vankov and Vankov (2023) who
implemented a business education program for young Bulgarians, where a
greater significant impact was observed in men compared to women.
However, in our study, women showed the motivation needed to overcome
challenges by learning business skills.

It also relates to Reyes-Aceves et al. (2023), research that demonstrated
a positive impact of entrepreneurial programs on students, improving their
entrepreneurial competencies. Also, Olutuase et al. (2023) ensure that the
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content of entrepreneurship education in the African context influences
entrepreneurial skills (p < 0.001) beyond the institutional setting. Those
results reinforce the idea that the content of each entrepreneurial program
should be tailored to the context and specific needs of each target group. In
this case, our study was custom-designed to address the particular needs of
the group of women entrepreneurs, which may explain the good results
obtained, highlighting the relevance of generating entrepreneurial programs
that fit the reality and unique characteristics of entrepreneurs.

There are also similarities with Xu et al. (2023), who state that business
education has a significant influence on entrepreneurial intention (p <
0.001). However, in our study, we did not observe an improvement in
entrepreneurial intention, since the women participants already had an
established venture, so our focus was on improving their skills to grow their
existing businesses. Finally, we agree with Ouragini and Lakhal (2023),
who affirm that an entrepreneurial education program aimed at master's
students contributes to entrepreneurial intention, but they have the
disadvantage of not having entrepreneurial experience. However, our study
focused on women who, while they may not have had the necessary
education, did have experience. Therefore, we aimed to address their
knowledge gaps in the entrepreneurial field.

Regarding the impact on the soft skills of the women entrepreneurs, a
minimal increase was observed as they already had a certain level of
strengthening in these skills. It is important to note that soft skills are
learned through experience and do not necessarily require the intervention
of a specialist. In addition, the participants during the pandemic faced
obstacles that allowed them to strengthen their soft skills. These results are
similar to those found by Reyes-Aceves et al. (2023), who stated that an
entrepreneurship education program aimed at students in Mexico helped
strengthen the entrepreneurial mindset, focusing on soft skills such as self-
confidence, persuasion, communication, conflict management, and goal
setting. We also agree with Estrellado et al. (2023), who found that a
business intervention through games had a positive impact on the social
skills of workers in Ethiopia.

Regarding the learning of business plan development, a significant
impact was found since, unlike soft skills, the knowledge of business plan
development requires the teaching of a specialist. In addition, it is important
to note that there is a paucity of studies on educational interventions that
have focused on teaching business plans. However, there are studies of
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analysis and literature reviews in this regard. One of them is the work of Dal
et al. (2023), where they claim that business plans are a tool for the creation
of start-ups, based on an analysis of 40 cases that contribute to the
understanding of innovation management and entrepreneurship education as
a source of knowledge. Some studies emphasize planning as part of the
business plan, as is the case of Pyliavets et al. (2023), who identified that
effective business planning has a significant impact on the development of a
business in Ukraine, and also allows the development of strategic plans to
evaluate the necessary resources, such as financial, human, and material
resources.

Abidin (2021), analyzed the PELAKU UMKM DI KECAMATAN
business plan in Indonesia, stating that detailed planning is necessary when
starting a business, as it facilitates the assessment of business shortcomings.
Another study by Rizal (2021) indicates that entrepreneurship among
university students in the UK is influenced by competition in business
planning. Finally, Kirik et al. (2022), in their literature see deficiencies in
the planning processes and the quality of business plans in Ukraine,
emphasizing that high-quality business plans are crucial for effective
business operations and attracting investors.

Conclusion

There are several studies focused on business competencies and
entrepreneurial intention, directed at students of both genders and very few
at entrepreneurs. Therefore, our findings fill a gap in the existing literature
focused on women in entrepreneurship.

The entrepreneurship education program has proven to be effective in
strengthening soft skills and knowledge in business plan development in a
group of women entrepreneurs seeking business sustainability. This
demonstrates the effectiveness of educational interventions focused on the
needs of the study group.

Soft skills are acquired mainly through experience and facing
challenges. However, training focused on crisis management, adaptation to
adverse situations, effective communication, time management, and
resilience are determining factors that allow the creation of spaces for
interaction and learning, thus fostering the exchange of experiences among
entrepreneurs.
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Effective educational programs for women entrepreneurs should
incorporate case studies, interactive sessions, and experienced facilitators,
along with applied workshops that allow learning to be adapted to a variety
of contexts. This hands-on approach has proven to increase interest and
motivation, enabling participants to acquire knowledge directly applicable
to their businesses. Collaboration between academia and the business sector
is crucial to designing programs that address the specific needs of women
entrepreneurs, contributing to their empowerment. Future research should
consider larger, more diverse samples and incorporate longitudinal studies
to assess the long-term impact of these interventions on the success and
sustainability of women's entrepreneurship.

One obstacle for women entrepreneurs is a lack of basic knowledge
about the structure of a business plan; they often confuse sales with
marketing and are unfamiliar with the ways to position or improve the
permanence of their business. Therefore, educational interventions focused
on business plan development are essential to support business growth and
sustainability.

This study faced several limitations. First, full participation of the
"Emprende Mujer" group was not achieved as some participants did not
provide consent. Additionally, coordinating session dates represented
another challenge, since on several occasions it was necessary to adjust
them to ensure the attendance of the 28 women who consented. For this
purpose, a vote was conducted in the WhatsApp group to determine the
most convenient date for the majority of participants.

The absence of a control group in this study limits the ability to fully
evaluate the impact of the educational intervention. If a control group had
been included, the results could have shown significant differences,
allowing for a clearer comparison between those who received the training
and those who did not. For future research, it would be advisable to
establish a control group and ensure informed consent from all participants.
Additionally, exploring alternative methods to encourage participation could
provide a more complete and robust picture of the effectiveness of
interventions. These methodological improvements would allow for a more
robust analysis and deeper understanding of the specific effects of the
program on the skills and knowledge of women entrepreneurs.

It is important to note that the relatively small sample of this study
limits the generalizability of these results to a broader population of female
entrepreneurs. Therefore, new studies with larger and more diverse samples
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are recommended to validate the effectiveness of these interventions in a
broader context. Specifically, the implementation of longitudinal studies
would be valuable to measure the long-term impact of such programs on the
practical application of the knowledge acquired and the real growth of the
ventures. These studies could examine indicators such as sales growth,
business expansion, job creation, and financial sustainability over time, thus
providing a more complete and meaningful assessment of the program's
effectiveness on companies' business success and entrepreneurial women.
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