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Abstract 

SME has been recognised as a major source of 

global economic growth and employment and 

women entrepreneurs have been acknowledged to 

play critical roles for bringing their ideas and 

capabilities towards successful achievement of the 

SME development in their countries. Prior literature 

indicated that capital, networks affiliation, 

education, training and counselling, and usage of 

ICT are important factors influencing the growth of 

women entrepreneurs in Malaysia. This paper not 

only helps the government to appropriately identify 

the appropriate target of women entrepreneurs, but 

also leads the Malaysian women entrepreneurs in 

developing sound skills and capabilities in doing 

businesses especially at the start-up phase, which 

might help them to create and sustain successful 

business ventures. 
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1. Introduction 
Malaysian women entrepreneurs are increasingly 

recognised to play an important role to the 

unprecedented rate of growth of the Small and 

Medium Enterprises (SMEs) and indirectly to the 

Malaysian economy. The number of women in 

Malaysian SMEs in 2003 was 1,122,000, or 36.8 

percent of the total employment in SMEs. A proxy 

for women entrepreneurs obtained from Population 

Census in 2000 indicates that 30.0 percent of them 

are working proprietors and active business partners 

[36]. In Hamisah’s [23] report, she indicated that 44 

percent of Malaysian women surveyed professed 

desire for self-employment. She also opined that this 

figure is likely to grow over time.  

 

It is not surprising that the number of women 

entrepreneurs in Malaysia has increased in the past 

three decades due to the emphasis on 

industrialisation, and growing interests in 

privatisation, self-employment and business-

oriented employment [46]. All of these have been 

facilitated by the growth in various sectors such as 

banking and financing, food manufacturing, general 

trading, personal and public services, education, 

training and consultancy, and others. It was found 

that Malaysian women have been involved in 

various enterprises formerly male-dominated [31, 

32]. According to The Department of Statistics of 

Malaysia [19], there were 518,000 companies 

involved in services, manufacturing and agricultural 

sectors, of which 99.1 percent were SMEs. About 

16 percent were women-owned companies with 

89.5 percent of them involved in the services sector, 

7.5 percent in manufacturing and 3.0 percent in the 

agricultural sector. 

 

The Malaysian government has come to realise that 

fostering the development of women 

entrepreneurship in the country is crucial for the 

achievement of Malaysia’s broader development 

objectives, including economic development and 

growth. Malaysia is one of the very few countries 

which established the Ministry of Entrepreneur and 

Cooperative Development (MECD) in May 1995 

and the Ministry of Women, Family and 

Community Development (MWFCD) in 2001. 

Together, these ministries oversee the growth and 

development of existing and potential women 

entrepreneurs in the country. Various government 

grants and funds are made available to the women 

entrepreneurs through many of its agencies such as 

the Special Assistance Schemes through the Small 

and Medium Industries Development Corporation 

(SMIDEC). Table 1 shows that between August 

1999 and August 2006, 523 women-owned 

companies were granted soft loans by SMIDEC 

worth a total of RM51.97 million. Besides, a total of 

196 approvals were grants estimated to worth 

RM2.44 million for the information and 

communications technology (ICT) sector, while 128 

approvals worth RM850, 000 were grants for market 

development projects [48]. Besides, about 128,000 

SMEs, women entrepreneurs, graduates and 

students received entrepreneurship and training 

from the SME Development programmes 

implementation in 2006 [4]. 
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Table 1: Special Assistance Scheme for Women 

Entrepreneurs, August 1999 – 31
st
 August 2006 

 

Notes: ITAF- Industrial Technical Assistance Fund; 

SLSME- Soft Loan for Small and Medium 

Enterprises; PAKSI - Financial Package for SMIs; 

DKKP - Dana Khas Kerajaan Persekutuan. 

Source: Small and Medium Industry Development 

Corporation (SMIDEC, 2006). 

In its effort to turn Malaysia into “Information 

Society” as part of the efforts to become a 

knowledge-based economy, the government has 

pledged to see that all segments of the society, 

including women entrepreneurs in urban and rural 

areas have access to new information technology 

(IT), particularly computers and Internet facilities. 

Formal and informal training programmes and 

seminars were jointly conducted by the Government 

and the non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to 

ensure that women entrepreneurs are not 

marginalised in this era of information and 

communications technology (ICT). From 1995 to 

2000, a total of about 10,000 women benefited from 

these courses [39]. 

 

In addition, some women entrepreneur associations 

functional already, such as the Federation of 

Women Entrepreneurs Association Malaysia 

(FEM), National Association of Women 

Entrepreneurs of Malaysia (NAWEM), Persatuan 

Usahawan Wanita Bumiputera (USAHANITA), the 

Women’s Wing of the Malay Chamber of 

Commerce Malaysia of the State of Selangor, aimed 

at promoting and encouraging more Malaysian 

women to become entrepreneurs besides creating a 

platform for networking among them [46, 47].  

 

It is clear that the Malaysian government has been 

actively involved and concerned about women 

entrepreneurship development in the last decade. 

This is to ensure that women entrepreneurs are not 

left out from the process of national and economic 

development, particularly in important sectors such 

as ICT and bio-technology, in order for the country 

to successfully realise Vision 2020 [46].  

 

From the research perspective, various attempts 

were undertaken to identify factors that support the 

growth of women entrepreneurs as evidenced from 

the literature and prior surveys, albeit these factors 

were studied in a fragmented fashion. It is important 

that a comprehensive list of factors are identified 

and that the Malaysian women entrepreneurs are 

able to comprehend these factors as they bear 

substantial influence on their business growth, 

especially when they compete in this challenging, 

globalised business arena. This is the objective of 

this study. As the factors proposed are generic in 

nature, they are also applicable to women 

entrepreneurs globally. Practical recommendations 

are provided before the paper is concluded. 

 

2. Issues in Women Entrepreneurship 
Researchers have made attempts to distinguish an 

entrepreneur from a bread-winning businessperson 

[42]. They consider an individual to be an 

entrepreneur if he/she exhibits a high propensity for 

growth [29]. They view growth propensity as one’s 

desire to grow and change in future as well as 

his/her self-perceived power to achieve the same. As 

such, size and growth are typically used as criteria 

for evaluating organisational success [16].  

 

Women, however, conceive their businesses 

differently from the way men do which women have 

different socialization experience which might 

shape varied strategic choices among themselves 

such as their prior professional experience and 

social network affiliation [9, 14]. This leads to 

different approaches to venture creation and 

business growth expectancies [7, 16]. Some studies 

show that women-owned businesses are no more 

likely to fail than men-owned [27, 28]. Cliff [16] 

and Fasci and Valdez [22], however, reported that 

women perform less well on quantitative measures 

such as job creation, sales turnover and profitability 

since women do not enter business for financial gain 

but to pursue intrinsic goals (for example, 

independence, and the flexibility to run business and 

domestic lives) [18, 20, 40, 41]. Implicitly, women 

are deemed to assess success in relation to their 

achievement in attaining personal goals (i.e. self-

fulfilment, goal attainment etc.) [11, 30, 44]. Other 

researches found that differences in initial capital 

and goals explain the poorer performance in growth 

and survival of women-owned businesses [18].  

No. 
Executing 

Agency: 

Small and Medium Industry Development 

Corporation (SMIDEC) 

August 1999 - 31 August 2006 

  

Financial 

Schemes Approvals 

Amount 

Approved  Disbursement 

      (RM) (RM) 

1 ITAF  206 4,453,024.35 918,692.25 

2 PAKSI  36 19,574,500.00 4,930,805.00 

3 SLSME  46 23,170,010.00 13,242,010.00 

4 Y2k Grant       

  Phase 1  54 338,500.00  338,500.00 

  Phase 2  23 336,016.00 336,016.00 

5 

E-

Commerce  104 886,350.00 82,540.00 

6 

IKS 

Terengganu  35  1,979,702.00  1,585,684.00 

7 DKKP  9 548,000.00 548,000.00 

8 

Halal 

Products  10 688,579.00 10,800.00 

  Total: 523 51,974,681.35 21,993,047.25 
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While businesses need more women in order to 

capture the full benefit of diverse thinking and 

problem solving of making decisions and managing 

strategies based on their expectations on business 

growth, some significant barriers especially 

financial barriers remain for women establishing 

and growing businesses [1, 2, 12, 26]. Among the 

list of priority barriers to women entrepreneurship 

were lack of access to: (i) credit; (ii) formal business 

and social networks; (iii) opportunities to gain 

management experience and exposure; as well as 

(iv) the limitations of combining household and 

family care responsibilities with those running the 

enterprises. As shown in Fig 1, these barriers can be 

summarised to four elements, i.e. financial and 

capital assistance; network; education, training and 

counseling; and usage of ICT, which impact on the 

growth of women entrepreneurs in the development 

of SMEs in Malaysia as drawn from a myriad of 

studies indicated herein. The next section discusses 

the four elements in detail. 

 

Fig 1. A Conceptual Framework for Supporting the 

Growth of Women Entrepreneurs in Malaysia 

 

Finance and Capital Assistance to the Women 

Entrepreneurs 

Much of the research conducted in the 1980s 

identified business challenges specific to women 

entrepreneurs [22]. Some of the difficulties reported 

included obtaining start-up funds, financial 

management and development of effective 

marketing and advertising [38]. The root causes of 

limited financial success were often attributed to 

early management practices of the women 

entrepreneurs.  

 

Female owners tended to prefer internal to external 

sources of financing. In addition, women used 

smaller amount of capital at the start-up phase and 

that they are less likely to use financial instruments 

such as overdrafts, bank loans, and supplier credit. 

Indeed, women were more likely to use their banks 

for a source of advice, but men were more likely to 

respond to that advice [15]. Specifically, women-led 

businesses that used bank loans as a primary source 

of start-up capital outperformed those that used 

alternative funding sources. Therefore, Haynes and 

Helms [24] stressed the importance of having a 

relationship with a bank in place at the time of the 

business launch. This is because having access to 

financial resources and emphasizing the financial 

aspects of the business had stronger effects on 

growth than did intention or choice [13].  

 

However, it was reported that one of the biggest 

obstacles facing women entrepreneurs is the 

discrimination they suffer from the banking and 

finance communities [8, 35].  Thus, they prefer to 

rely on their own personal funds [17]. In Malaysia, 

many women entrepreneurs feel that there is a huge 

barrier for them to obtain debt capital at banks and 

lending agencies [50].  It is therefore crucial for the 

government agencies, banks and lending agencies 

and women associations especially Women SME 

Association of Malaysia (WSME) to assist the 

women entrepreneurs in terms of financial 

problems.  

 

Networks towards the Growth of Women 

Entrepreneurs  

Networks have long been hailed as essential to the 

survival of female-run establishments [5, 6, 43]. It is 

a critical element for entrepreneurs in gaining access 

to capital/loans, advice and information needed for 

initiating and operating a new venture easily [10]. 

Entrepreneurs make use of social relations and 

social contacts as channels to gain access to 

information, customers, suppliers and to the sources 

of finance. They make use of family networks to 

access unpaid family work as well as emotional 

support. It has been found that support from 

personal network improves survival and growth 

chances of new ventures. Specifically, support from 

strong ties (spouse/life partner, parents, friends and 

relatives) is more important than support from weak 

ties (business collaborators, acquaintances, former 

employers and former co-workers) which influence 

the success of new ventures. Besides, active help 

and emotional support from spouse are more 

important for success in case of the women 

entrepreneurs [29].  

 

Men and women, however, have different priorities 

in establishing networking relationships. Men’s 

motives are often more instrumental (seeking 

personal gain) while women have more affective 

considerations in social relationships. Their 

management style is not seen as being relevant and 

thus, women are often excluded from the male 

networks which are very effective. Women do not 

have the same tools, assets, and chances than men in 

the small business arena. When confronted by 

business problems or difficulties, women 

Education, 

Training and 

Counselling 

 

Networks 

 

Growth of Women 

Entrepreneurs in 

SMEs 

 

Usage of ICT 

Capital 
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entrepreneurs seek assistance first from family, then 

from close friends and only last from 

knowledgeable business sources [5, 25] whereas 

men entrepreneurs rather seek advice from their 

networks. This might be due to lack of professional 

experience [2] or the diverse social network needed 

for women to fully utilise the information and 

resources provided.  

 

This phenomenon seems to be applicable to 

Malaysian women entrepreneurs. It was reported 

that women entrepreneurs faced a shortage of peer 

support networks compared with men [49] even 

though various women entrepreneurs and industry 

associations have been formed (i.e. FEM, NAWEM, 

USAHANITA) which generally serve as a platform 

for women entrepreneurs to establish networks and 

exchange information and experiences as well as to 

conduct training programmes, seminars and 

workshops on motivation, leadership and 

entrepreneur development and to provide other 

means of support. This is due to the fact that women 

may not join these associations as they might be 

overloaded with business and family 

responsibilities. This limits the women 

entrepreneurs’ ability to seek informal advice and 

peer financing as well as the information networks 

needed for survival and growth. This might pose a 

challenge to women entrepreneurs in establishing 

networks which are helpful to the survival of their 

businesses [46, 47]. 

 

Education, Training and Counselling, and Growth 

of Women Entrepreneurs 

The combined impact of globalisation, changing 

patterns of trade, and evolving technologies such as 

ICT call for skills that women entrepreneurs on the 

continent do not for a large part possess, as many 

more women than men lack the requisite level of 

education and training, including business and 

technical skills and entrepreneurship training.  

 

Nevertheless, women are often disadvantaged in 

terms of access to training. They are often unaware 

of training opportunities and are less likely to be 

able to afford the cost of training provided by the 

private sector (and subsidisation of training is 

limited by the willingness of donors to support this). 

According to a report by the International Labour 

Office, African Development Bank and Private 

Sector Department [26], even if women could afford 

to pay for the training, they have difficulty in 

travelling to central locations to participate in 

training programmes, and quite often cannot afford 

time away from their enterprises and family 

responsibilities to attend weeklong programmes – 

even assuming their husbands give them permission 

to be away from home. In fact, some husbands often 

object to training offered by men in certain 

countries.  

In addition, most entrepreneurship training 

programmes is too general in scope and does not 

offer a growth strategy orientation. Many of them 

focused on the start-up process with very limited 

effort on the part of the training providers with 

regard to doing any post-training follow-up. In 

addition, women tend not to use supporting 

government programmes [34] including the training 

programmes provided. This might be a problem 

pertinent to Malaysian women entrepreneurs as 

generally there is a lack of entrepreneurship training 

and skills development in Malaysia where most 

women entrepreneurs acquired their skills and 

experience through their family members, friends 

and previous experiences [3]. Efforts are thus 

needed to increase the level of awareness among 

women entrepreneurs of existing training 

opportunities. 

 

Usage of ICT and Growth of Women Entrepreneurs 

The use of ICT is crucial and arguably unique in 

allowing small businesses and their entrepreneurial 

owners to sharpen their strategies in order to achieve 

success [33]. The wide-reach of technology 

provides businesswomen with greater access to the 

market, networking opportunities, and greater 

promotional capabilities which will undoubtedly 

augment the competitive advantages for their 

businesses. However, it was reported that most of 

the local SMEs do not have internal IT 

infrastructure installed in their premises such as the 

Local Area Network, and fewer than 20 percent of 

SMEs have access to the Internet [37]. Besides, 

there exists a “digital gap” between urban and rural 

women, and between women of different economic 

status even though the government and NGOs have 

jointly organized many training programmes and 

seminars on ICT. About 10,000 women benefited 

from these courses [39] between 1995 to 2000, 

which are relatively few compared to the population 

of women entrepreneurs in Malaysia. This problem 

should be addressed by policy, particularly policy 

aimed at providing entrepreneurial skills to women. 

 

3. Policy Recommendations 
This paper has provided a holistic view of factors 

which affect the growth of women entrepreneurs 

through a comprehensive review of literature 

available on entrepreneurship. This resulted in the 

development of a research framework which points 

out that financial assistance, networking, training, 

education and counseling, and usage of ICT are 

critical factors to the success of women 

entrepreneurs in the SMEs. Prior theoretical and 

empirical findings provide support that the same 

factors are also important to the Malaysian women 

entrepreneurs. The identification of these factors aid 

in the initiation of policies and programmes for 

entrepreneurship development among women. It 

also provides self-check to the current women 
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entrepreneurs through a better understanding of the 

critical factors which determine their business 

growth in general.  

 

In addition, this paper provides a guideline to the 

women entrepreneurs in understanding what the pre-

requisites to be successful in their business ventures. 

In a nutshell, the women entrepreneurs should be 

able to have a good understanding of the financial 

assistance available to them. Additionally, they must 

also understand the importance of social and 

business networking to their business success. They 

must take the initiatives to participate in any training 

programmes organised for them. Finally, the women 

entrepreneurs should realise the opportunities 

brought about by E-commerce as virtual outlet and 

therefore make efforts to employ them in their 

businesses.  

 

Indications are that the government can do more in 

providing special assistance to women entrepreneurs 

on a continuous basis. From the financial 

perspective, the women entrepreneurs must be made 

to understand on the advantages of external sources 

of financing for their businesses. Understanding the 

limitation of grants that could be provided by the 

government even by increasing the allocation, the 

government should encourage more banks and 

micro institutions through tax incentives to provide 

a wider range of financial services with flexible 

terms and conditions so as to assist women in 

establishing and expanding their own enterprises. 

The government could engage in dialogue with the 

banks and financial institutions in expanding their 

range of financing products and delivery 

mechanisms to the SMEs. Besides government 

grants and loans from financial institutions, the 

associations of women entrepreneurs and NGOs can 

also play important roles in providing credit 

schemes to women entrepreneurs.  

 

Although the SME promotion programmes could be 

gender-neutral, additional support and services 

should be made available to women in view of the 

additional constraints they face, particularly the dual 

role they play in running a business while at the 

same time taking care of their households. The 

government should think of an effective mechanism 

to get support from women entrepreneurs towards 

the programmes planned for them. One of the ways 

would be to involve their spouses in these 

programmes. By understanding the businesses of 

their wives, the husbands are in better position to 

lend their support to the wives and their businesses. 

In addition, the government should improve the 

conditions and infrastructure for well-functioning 

business networks especially aimed at women, both 

locally and internationally. Women entrepreneurs 

must be made to realise the importance of network 

in gaining access to capital/loans and information 

from various stakeholders. The government, 

associations of women entrepreneurs and NGOs can 

also formulate strategies to enable informal 

mentoring supportive relationship among the 

women entrepreneurs. This will definitely help the 

new entrepreneurs to bypass the obstacles which 

impede growth, success, and personal fulfilment.   

 

In addition, efforts are needed to improve the scope 

and quality of affordable, accessible entrepreneurial 

and management training and seminars targeted to 

women. More training opportunities for women 

entrepreneurs should be provided by engaging 

successful women entrepreneurs as trainers. The 

training programmes should focus on marketing, 

trade fair participation, product quality, business 

opportunity identification, capital/loan sourcing, 

networking, mentoring and ICT infrastructure and 

tools. The associations of women entrepreneurs play 

important role in getting their members to 

participate in the training programmes. The 

government can lend their support by providing 

subsidies or tax incentives to the SMEs. Besides, the 

existing curriculum of institutions of higher learning 

should be changed to integrate entrepreneurship in 

the academic programmes. More women should be 

trained as facilitators toward such programmes. 

 

It is imperative that the government invest more on 

the necessary infrastructure to make E-commerce 

possible so as to encourage more young women 

entrepreneurs to involve themselves in E-commerce 

and other ICTs. Some form of incentives could be 

provided to the women entrepreneurs in developing 

their internal IT infrastructure, such as tax relief for 

equipments bought. Related to the above, training 

programmes on the use of IT infrastructure should 

be provided to the women entrepreneurs. They must 

be made to realise that the digital revolution has 

taken place and the involvement in E-commerce 

activities will definitely help the women 

entrepreneurs in opening up opportunities for their 

business ventures. 

 

Finally, the success of the initiatives above will not 

be forthcoming without the support from all the 

parties involved. The women entrepreneurs must 

complement the policies and programmes arranged 

by the government. Similarly, the associations of 

women entrepreneurs and NGOs can play a better 

role in helping the government to reach out to 

women entrepreneurs. The society should encourage 

the development of more women entrepreneurs and 

see them as key enablers in the nation’s economic 

development agenda.  

 

4. Conclusion 

This paper provides a comprehensive review of the 

four critical factors influencing the growth of 

women entrepreneurs in the SMEs, particularly in 
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Malaysia. As the factors are derived from the global 

literature on women entrepreneurship, it is hoped 

that the recommendations made in this study 

provide useful guidelines to women entrepreneurs, 

government, associations, the NGOs and other 

relevant stakeholders. It is also hoped that additional 

research will be undertaken to build upon this work. 

Empirical evidence and/or case studies on 

successful women entrepreneurs based on the 

factors proposed are possible research areas. These 

would aid in better positioning the significance of 

these critical factors towards the success of women 

entrepreneurs in Malaysia and in general.  
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