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Abstract
Entrepreneurial activity relating to women entrepreneurs has been the interest of many
researchers, as they have become the main contributors to today’s economy. However, not
much is known about what motivates and hinders ‘womenpreneurs’ in their entrepreneurial
process. This paper examines the motivational factors and barriers of 194 Malaysian
womenpreneurs who were randomly selected from a list of Federation of Women
Entrepreneur Associations in Malaysia. The research design in this study focused on the
primary data collected using a self administered questionnaire that was distributed through
mail survey. The instruments assessed relevant areas, such as demographic and business
information, motivations, entrepreneurial characteristics, and business problems. Result of
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the survey shows that women entrepreneurs do have problems when they enter into the
business. The implications of this study are discussed along with some recommendations.
Keywords: Women, Entrepreneurs, Motivations, Problems, Malaysia.
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1. Introduction
According to Pages (2005) women entrepreneurs are becoming more important players in the
entrepreneurial landscape. Although the number is still small as compared to businesses
owned by men, this is encouraging as it shows that women no longer adhere to the stereotype
that only men can be wage earners in the family. Although there are numerous obligations
including take care of family by women, but still it is admirable that women can find success
through their own businesses.
Though there have been limitations, obstacles and roadblocks faced by these women in the
past, society have begun to accept that women entrepreneurs do contribute greatly to a
country’s economy. As such, it is no longer unexpected to see women heading their own
companies and being successful at the same time. The general mindset has changed so much
so that women who juggle family with careers are looked upon as capable and independent
women who have the best of both worlds. In addition to that, it is no longer strange to have
business dealings with a female.
There more and more women are enrolled in the higher education then men but still women
are less than the men entrepreneurial jobs in Malaysia. Nevertheless, it is still lower than that
in many developed countries such as 51% of women in Singapore, 56% in USA and 53% in
UK (Ministry of Labour Singapore). In Malaysia, of 10.8 million workforces, only 37% are
women (cited by Emily Tan, 2009). More women are enrolled in higher education than men,
and many of educators (school teachers) involved women comparing to men. However, in
regard to entrepreneurial jobs, women are less than the men. According to Rozy (2009)
women make 50% total population, but only 15% of the women own business enterprises in
Malaysia. Although there is no data on the number of women involved in small business, but
in the last few decades women participation in small businesses increased tremendously.
Indeed, there are growing women entrepreneurs in Malaysia (Teoh and Chong, 2008), and
they play major roles in promoting the development of Malaysia economic, as well as help
providing job opportunities (Isa and Jusoff, 2009).
Most of the researches on entrepreneurs are mainly focused on the men entrepreneurs than
women entrepreneurs. Some of the literature concerning this subject often focus either on the
reasons that women choose to become entrepreneurs (Buttner and Moore, 1999; Lee, 1997;
Sarri and Trihopoulou, 2005) or on the barriers that these women face while attempting to
start up a business (Menzies, Diochon and Gasse, 2004; Brindley, 2005). According to
Hisrich and Öztürk (1999), although there are some researches on women entrepreneurs, they
have been conducted extensively in developed countries, and little has been done on women
entrepreneurs in developing economies, such as Malaysia (Alam et al., 2011). Although
researchers such as (Isa and Jusoff, 2009) and Ndubisi and Kahraman (2005) have
contributed to empirical evidence on Malaysian women entrepreneurs, but their focus were
on women and ICT and women and opportunities, respectively. This study will be one of the
exploratory in nature mainly focuses on the entrepreneurial future plan, problems entering on
business and the motivation for entering entrepreneurial jobs women in Malaysia.
284

www.macrothink.org/jmr

Journal of Management Research
ISSN 1941-899X
2012, Vol. 4, No. 4

2. Literature Review
2.1 Motivation of women to enter into business
Most of the past researchers have examined the reasons entrepreneurs initiate ventures
(Birley and Westhead 1994; Cooper and Dunkelberg 1981; Denison and Alexander 1986;
Dubini 1988; Scheinberg and MacMillan 1988; Shane, Kolvereid, and Westhead 1991;
Shapero 1975). In particular to women entrepreneurs, who are responsible for both work and
family (Buttner and Moore, 1997), often leave the corporate world to become entrepreneurs
(by starting their own businesses) to provide additional flexibility and life balance in
managing their traditional responsibilities as wife and primary caretaker of children (Nguyen,
2005). Helms (1997) studied on US workforce and explains that women often start their own
business for “three types of personal gains: personal freedom, security, and/or satisfaction”.
Researcher describe in the research “freedom seekers” as those who are dissatisfied with their
employment due to pay inequities or discrimination and desire the freedom to choose their
preferred type of work (i.e. hours of work, environment, and people they work with). The
work flexibility provided by entrepreneurship is appealing for women in terms of location,
often working at home or close to home, and the hours of work. “Security seekers” are those
who have been prompted to become an entrepreneur due to some personal misfortune, such
as layoff, downsizing, divorce, death or retirement of their spouse. These “security seekers”
start a business to improve or maintain their family social or economic status. The
“satisfaction seekers” are housewives who do not have any previous work skills or
experience but want to prove to others or themselves that they can be productive and useful in
society.
Hisrich and Brush (1985) studied on women’s entrepreneurial motivation and examine the
reasons for women to start their businesses. This study reveals that “push” factors including
frustration and boredom in their previous jobs and “pull” factors such as autonomy are the
main reasons for starting new business. Another research by Stokes, Riger, and Sullivan
(1995) found that women see work environments in large organizations as significantly more
hostile and that this perception was related to women's turnover intentions. Thus, "push"
factors may be a more important influence for women than for men. Additional evidence of
Larwood and Gattiker's (1989) study on career paths of men and women suggesting that,
women's careers cannot be well understood by studying the patterns of men. So women start
their own business rather than working in the organizations.
Scott (1986) study reported that women entrepreneurs wanted to be their own boss, wanted
the challenge, or wanted to make more money. Another studied on 20 women entrepreneurs
by Schwartz (1979) found that women were started business mainly the need to achieve, a
desire to be independent, the need for job satisfaction, and or was an economic necessity.
Chaganti (1986) study support and extended the findings of the study of Hisrich and Brush
(1985) and found that job frustration, service needs, having an attractive business idea, a
desire to be their own boss, a desire to make it on their own and build something of their own,
and monetary success are some reasons for women setting-up businesses.
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2.2 Barriers of women starting or owning business
There are numerous barriers which are facing women entrepreneurs when they are starting a
new business. Winn (2005) reported that two biggest hurdles (funding and family support)
women face in starting and running a company. Gundry et al., (2002) found that lack of
access to capital has been a primary obstacle for women entrepreneurs. Helmi’s (1997) study
supported and stated that, financial aspects of venture start-up management are the biggest
obstacles for women. This is including start-up financing and credit, cash flow management
in the early operation and financial planning. Women in business funding mainly collecting
through family loans, personal savings, credit cards, and home equity loans (Gundry et al.,
2002). Van der Merwe (2003) identifies major barriers for women entrepreneurs are, lack of
access to financial resources, lack of support, negative prevailing socio-cultural attitudes,
gender discrimination, personal difficulties, lack of basic life skills such as self-confidence,
self-motivation and communication skills.
Other barriers for women entrepreneurs are limited education and vocational training in
developing countries in particular (Chandralekha et al, 1995), no collateral and no or a poor
credit history, no business track record, lack of legal status (Brown, 1997), family
commitments of married women (Hamilton, 1993; Stoner et al, 1990), and female
entrepreneurs avoiding the male-dominated business sectors (Erwee, 1987; Adams et al,
1999).
Family structure is playing another dominant role persisting women from entrepreneurial
society. Women in transition economies suffered from traditional perceptions about women’s
role in society, and these attitudes persist (Erdem, 2002;
Hovet, 2004). Still the women careers depend on the decision of their spouses rather than the
other way around (Fernandez, 1981).
3. Research Methodology
To investigate the women entrepreneurs in Malaysia, the following research methodology
was employed in this study:
3.1 Data collection instrument
Based on similar studies in the literature, a questionnaire was developed for data collection
for this study. A survey instrument was formulated to obtain feedback from the women
entrepreneurs, assessing their background, their motivation, and the barriers they faced for
starting new business. Study questionnaire included four sections. In the first section,
demographic information about the entrepreneurs and their businesses was collected. Section
2 included questions in regards to motivational factors, attitudes about entrepreneurship and
entrepreneurs, and attributes needed to be an entrepreneur. Third section included statements
about the problems faced by the entrepreneurs. These two sections were measured using a
Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Most of these questions
were adopted from Western studies (Winn, 2005; Turan & Kara, 2007; Nguyen, 2005).
Finally in the fourth section, entrepreneurs were asked to indicate the importance of certain
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factors for their future plans. Since most of the scale items were extracted from Western
sources, they were adapted and modified to the Malaysian environment.
After the questions were generated from the entrepreneur’s interviews, it was pre-tested on a
sample of 20 respondents. By administering the pre-test, we could ensure that the attributes
measured in the study reflected actual interactions and expectation from the entrepreneurs
when starting and involving their business. It was decided to keep all items in the research so
as to have contributions on a wider scale to see if these items indeed measured the same
constructs form the entrepreneur’s point-of-view.
3.2 Data collection and sampling
The questionnaire was developed in English using the available scales in the literature and
then translated into Bahasa Malaysia and administered. To ensure the accuracy of the
translation, a back translation was completed to check for any inconsistencies or possible
translation errors. The questionnaire was also administered to a group of Malaysian
entrepreneurs to pilot test the questionnaire for clarity, comprehension, and consistency, and
the appropriateness of items on the questionnaire.
The data for the study were collected from Malaysian entrepreneurs in two states in southern
region of Malaysia. The sample for this study was composed of 194 entrepreneurs Malaysia.
Women entrepreneurs of the SMEs of each organization were the respondents. Simple
random sample method was used to distribute the questionnaire using trained research
assistants. A total of 250 questionnaires were distributed and 199 returned (79.6 percent
response rate). Due to missing values for at least two sections of the responses 5 samples
were discarded from this research and finally 194 samples were then processed and analyzed.
3.3 Statistical tools
Bivariate frequency distribution of the respondents, according to age, tenure, gender and
length of services was presented. Descriptive statistics were computed to examine different
levels of satisfaction with each of their primary tasks. Data were collected on demographic
variables are processed and reported in percentage through the descriptive analysis.
Descriptive analysis refers to the transformation to describe a set of factors that will make
them easy to understand and interpret (Sekaran, 2000; Zikmund, 2000).
4. Analysis and Results
4.1 Demographic profile of respondents
Table 1 shows the age of the women entrepreneurs. In consistent with the research of Turan
and Kara (2007) this research also found that over half (53.6%) of the respondents age were
between 25-40years. Study by Hisrich and Peters (1996) and Cetindamar (2005) also
confirmed these same characteristics, which providing further support to the
representativeness of our sample. In addition to that, most of the respondents were married
(75.3%) while only 24.7% of the respondents are single. Furthermore, the table also shows
that the most number of respondents are Malays (46.4%), followed by Indians (25.8%) and
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then finally Chinese (23.7%), as Malays make up 60 per cent of the total Malaysian
population.

Table 1. Distribution of Demographic Characteristics
Demographic Characteristics
Age

Frequency

%

Below 25

10

5.2

25 – 30

44

22.7

31 – 40

60

30.9

41 – 50

50

25.8

51 – 60

12

6.2

above 60

18

9.3

194

100

Married

146

75.3

Single

48

24.7

194

100

Malay

50

46.4

Chinese

46

23.7

Indian

50

25.8

Others

8

4.1

194

100

Total
Marital Status

Total
Race

Percentage

f

Total
Highest Level of

SPM/ O-Level

59

30.4

Education

STPM/ A-Level

32

16.5

Diploma

64

33.0

Undergraduate

36

18.6

Master

3

1.5

PhD

0

0

194

100

Muslim

88

45.3

Buddhist

18

9.3

Hindu

30

15.5

Christian

36

18.6

Others

22

11.3

194

100

First-born

58

29.9

Second-born

66

34

Youngest

42

21.6

Others

28

14.4

194

100

Total
Religion

Total
Position in Family

Total
Family history of

Yes

119

61.3

self-employment

No

75

38.7

194

100

Total
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As expected over seventy percent of the women entrepreneurs had less then undergraduate
degree. This finding is consistent with the study of Turan and Kara (2007). Majority of the
women entrepreneurs were Muslim and interestingly, the women entrepreneurs who were
approached to answer the questionnaire were mainly the second-born in the family – 34% of
the overall respondents. Over half of the respondents had a family history of self-employment,
of which was consistent with the existing entrepreneurship literature (Turan & Kara, 2007).
4.2 Nature of the Venture
This section highlights some demographics of the women entrepreneurs that are pertinent to
the entrepreneurs’ business (Table 2). These characteristics include past working experience,
source of personal start-up and reasons for entering self-employment. The distribution of the
cumulative response based on the questionnaires is as follows:

Table 2. Nature of the Venture
Demographic Characteristics
Past Working Experience

Frequency

Percentage

f

%

Yes

160

82.5

No

34

17.5

194

100

Total
Source of Personal

Inheritance

16

8.2

Start-Up

Self-start

188

91.8

97

100

Family

56

28.9

Friends

4

2.1

134

69.1

-

-

194

100

Total
Source of Financing

Loan from Bank
Others
Total
Years of

Less than 1 year

8

4.1

Self-Employment

1 to 2 years

32

16.5

2 to 5 years

66

34.0

5 to 10 years

62

32.0

More than 10 years

26

13.4

194

100

Total

A whopping 82.5% of the respondents have previous working experience before starting up
their own business whereas only 17.5% of them state that their current business is their first
job. Most of the respondents (91.8%) started their business on their own while the remaining
8.2% inherited their current business from close family and relatives. Taking a loan from the
bank seems to be the most popular source of funding, with 69.1% of the respondents stating
that that is what they did to finance their business. Only 28.9% of them received loans from
family members while 2.1% borrowed from friends. A vast majority of respondents (34%)
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have been in the business for between 2 to 5 years, while 32% of them have been in business
for 5 to 10 years.
4.3 Future business plan
Table 3 shows the future business plans of the women entrepreneurs. Majority of the women
entrepreneurs have indicated that as major goals they plan to increase their existing company
size and set up another business, but a majority of them did not have any plans regarding
acquire other companies and franchising their business. Turan and Kara (2007) have shown
that Turkish entrepreneurs have same indication like our research.

Table 3. Future business plan
Agreement with the future plan

Frequency

Percentage

f (N=194)

%

Increase the existing company size

127

65.4

Increase employment

36

18.6

Set up other businesses

96

49.5

Start or increase exporting

12

6.2

Acquire other companies

-

-

23

11.85

-

-

Merge with other companies
Franchise your business

4.4 Motivation for having own business
Table 4 shows the major motivating factors for women entrepreneurs in Malaysia. These
statements yielded a Cronbach Alpha of 0.821, which is considered reasonable. The data
indicate that “greater freedom to adopt their own approach to work” was the most important
motivating factor for women entrepreneurs. The entrepreneurs also indicated that they were
motivated by “being his/her own boss,” “challenging self”, “continue a family tradition,” and
“dissatisfaction in the previous job” as other important motivating factors. These results also
support the previous research by Turan and Kara (2007).
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Table 4. Motivation for having own business
Statements*

Frequency

Percentage

f

%

133

68.6

-

-

Always wanted to be my own boss

100

51.5

Wanted to make an idea or innovation happen

31

16

Wanted to make more money than was earning before

76

39.2

Wanted to make a lot of money or have a very high income

50

25.8

Wanted to be at forefront of technological ideas

29

14.9

Wanted to develop a hobby or some other activity into a commercial

17

8.8

enterprise

99

51

Wanted to challenge myself

91

46.9

Was dissatisfied in my previous job

23

11.9

Wanted to achieve a better position for myself in society

48

24.7

Wanted to follow the example of someone I admired

15

7.7

Thought I would get more respect working for myself

89

45.9

Wanted to continue a family tradition

60

30.9

Wanted greater freedom to adopt my own approach to work
Had been out of work for a period of time

Wanted to lead and motivate others
* Cronbach Alpha 0.821

4.5 Problems faced
Table 5 shows the average responses to the statements regarding the challenges faced by the
Malaysian entrepreneurs. A reliability analysis on these statements indicated that all these 13
items were measuring the same construct, that is challenges faced (Cronbach’s Alpha=0.841).
Respondents indicated that “not enough time spent with family,” “inability to obtain financial
loans”, “the stress due to the heavy load of work,” “unbalanced family-business life”,
prejudice against women” and “not enough support” were the most commonly expressed
views while “inability to find expert advice for guidance” and “inability to access information
resources” problems were not supported. The Irish study used mainly to provide comparisons
to our results did not provide quantitative information regarding problems encountered by the
women entrepreneurs. However, a qualitative study indicated that “not enough time spent
with family,” “the stress due to heavy work,” and “inability to obtain financial loans” were
the major challenges faced (Turan and Kara, 2007). Similarly, Hisrich (1988) reported that
financial problems posed a significant problem to Northern Irish entrepreneurs.
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Table 5. Problems faced
Ranked means

Std.

(n=194)

Deviation

Stress due to heavy work

4.3196

.68536

Inability to acquire location for the enterprise

4.2990

.66403

Inability to spend enough time with family

4.4227

.65884

Inability to obtain financial loans for start-up

4.3505

.75057

Inability to obtain financing for purchases

4.4021

.70208

Unbalanced family-business life

4.3093

.52759

Inability to find expert advice for guidance

2.9588

1.02994

Inability to access information resources

3.4845

.90270

Not enough support

4.1134

.43003

Prejudice against women

4.1649

.49330

Problems faced*a

* Cronbach Alpha 0.841
a A five point scale was used in which 1 indicated “Strongly Disagree” and 5 indicated “Strongly Agree”.

5. Discussion and Conclusion
Entrepreneurial activity conducted by women has indeed seen a sharp increase over the years.
Previous researches by Buttner and Moore, (1999), Lee (1997), Sarri and Trihopoulou (2005)
and others are just the tip of the iceberg which attempts to understand even more fully the
implications of such a phenomenon. Although other research in the past tends to focus more
on the limitations that women entrepreneurs face while conducting their business, it is a good
foundation of which the basis of this research lays.
Research has shown that in the past, women rarely ventured into business not because of lack
of interest but because of lack of opportunities (Al-Fahal, 2003). As can be seen from the
findings of the data collection, a high number of the respondents went into self-employment
because they feel that they are not given enough opportunities in their workplace. In addition
to that, other factors such as the advent of globalization and technology have ensured that
women entrepreneurs now find it easier to venture into the business world on their own. A
study done in the United Kingdom concluded that the gap between male and female
entrepreneurs in the region was closing. This could be due to the fact that now – more than
ever – opportunities are being created all over the world for entrepreneurs to open up
businesses. This is backed up by other studies which state that women are estimated to be
starting new enterprises at nearly twice the rate of men, and women own approximately 33
per cent of firms with fewer than 500 employees (Matthews and Moser, 1996).
This exploratory study attempts to examine the profile of Malaysian women entrepreneurs.
Our findings indicate that a women entrepreneur is about 40 years old. Although this age
level might look bit higher compare to other research in this area (Hisrich and Peters 1996).
Furthermore, the results regarding a family history of self-employment (having at least one
self-employed parent), and being the second child of the family (34%). However, almost half
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of the women entrepreneurs who participated in the study had less than college education,
which is consistent with the previous study (Turan and Kara, 2007). Women entrepreneurs in
our study indicated that “having more a network of family and friends that are
self-employed” and “relying more on their previous experience” that they establish their
new venture” were very important.
Future business plans of entrepreneurs in our sample showed that women entrepreneurs can
be characterized as short-time oriented entrepreneurs. They simply lack the strategic
orientation and long-term vision, possibly because of having relatively less entrepreneurship
education compared to Western entrepreneurs and because of Malaysia’s long history of
economic instability. These findings indicate that women entrepreneurs are intrinsically and
extrinsically (desiring higher income) motivated and highly involved with the control of the
operations of their businesses. On the other hand, entrepreneurs report relatively high levels
of stress and cope with this stress by working hard.
Finally, the respondents in our sample reported that the major challenges they faced were
“greater responsibility,” “inability to obtain financial loans for start-up and purchasing,”
“inability to acquire location for the enterprise,” “inability to spend enough time with
family,” and “stress due to heavy work.” These challenges were all consistent with the results
of other studies that examined the profile of entrepreneurs (Turan and Kara, 2007; Young and
Welsch 1993).
6. Implication of the Study
We believe that the findings of this research have revealed some interesting implications for
future practitioners and researchers whose aim is to study women entrepreneurs in general.
The results show that most of the women entrepreneurs are middle-aged, married and
concentrate on the service industry. While it is not fair to generalize these findings as surely
women entrepreneurs are not a homogenous group, a clearer understanding of women
entrepreneurs is needed. Zapalska, Bugaj, and Rudd (2005) state that this is important in
order for future researches to be able to improve the business environment in a way that
fosters entrepreneurial growth.
Furthermore, a majority of the respondents were found to be the second-born child in the
family. Perhaps a better understanding of women entrepreneurs would be available if the
characteristics of women entrepreneurs according to their position in the family were to be
assessed. What is required is an understanding of the semantics used by men and women
before making assumptions and to explore the influences that these definitional cues have on
behavior (Brindley, 2005). While the sum of small parts is important in differentiating
different characteristics, it might be a good idea to ascertain the bigger picture in order to get
a better view of the topic.
Another implication that can be taken into consideration for future research is the fact that
though the respondents valued being independent and being their own boss, they prefer
teamwork to working alone. This is an important implication as there are signs that in the
future the values that women find important will be in demand. Among them it is the faculty
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of motivating and working in a team (Nielsen and Kjeldsen, 2000). Perhaps what is
interesting to note here is that women seem to find themselves capable of performing
individually or in a team. While these characteristics are obviously not restricted to women
(or women entrepreneurs, for that matter), a study could be done on this as it is certainly a
factor that affects success in business.
7. Limitation of the Study and Future Research
This study could be suffering from the limitations of sampling bias. We acknowledge the
failure to obtain a “truly representative” sample. The entire sample was located in the
southern region in Malaysia. Thus, certain businesses may not be represented appropriately in
the sample. It is also important to note that it is possible that there might be regionalization of
the entrepreneurship, and one needs to be cautious in generalizing the results of this study to
the overall population.
Firstly, generally the small sample size might not be substantive enough for this kind of
behavioural research. While a majority of these women (63.9%) do gain profits from their
businesses, most of the businesses are small and medium sized and thus, the results of this
research cannot be generalized to the entire women entrepreneur community. Thus, while it
does not in any way affect the validity of the data, the generalizability of the findings might
be skewed towards women entrepreneurs who open small-and-medium sized enterprises as
opposed to those who are involved in bigger corporations.
Further research should be directed toward verifying the results of this exploratory study.
Future research studies should focus conducting more empirical cross-cultural and/or
cross-national studies in different parts of the world and investigate similarities and
distinguishing characteristics of the entrepreneurs from various nationalities. Such studies
may uncover common characteristics of entrepreneurs and enable researchers to develop
more generalizable entrepreneurship theories. Such studies should be based on broader set of
cultural values. Similarly, a cross-cultural study investigating differences between
entrepreneurs and nonentrepreneurs would provide additional insights.
Finally, due to time and situational constraints, the respondents were only limited to the areas
around the states of Malacca and Johor Bahru. A wider scope would have been preferable to
ensure that greater generalizability could be tabulated from the scores. However, the response
rate was encouraging and this could be the basis of future researches.
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