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Abstract

This study aims to examine the effect of women's entrepreneurial orientation on political and business
relations, network resource acquisition, and the performance of small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs) in Kerman city. The research follows a descriptive-survey design with an applied purpose. The
statistical population includes women entrepreneurs in SMEs active in Kerman in 2024. A total of 392 valid
responses were collected using a standardized questionnaire through random sampling. The
questionnaire's reliability was confirmed by a Cronbach's alpha of 0.901. Data analysis was performed
using SPSS 24 and PLS 3. Structural equation modeling (SEM) and confirmatory factor analysis were
used to test hypotheses and assess model fit. SEM results showed that women's entrepreneurial
orientation significantly influenced political relations ($=0.626, t=16.846), business relations ($=0.486,
t=9.902), and network resource acquisition (3=0.301, t=5.783). Political (3=0.567, t=8.452) and business
ties (B=0.159, t=2.418) also had a significant effect on resource acquisition. Furthermore, political
(B=0.199, t=2.443) and business ties (3=0.174, t=2.766) positively affected company performance. Finally,
network resource acquisition ($=0.763, t=12.913) and entrepreneurial orientation ($=0.162, t=2.940)
significantly enhanced SME performance. The findings indicate that women's entrepreneurial orientation
plays a pivotal role in fostering political and business relationships and acquiring critical network resources,
which collectively contribute to the improved performance of SMEs. Strengthening these ties can serve as
a strategic response to gender-based and structural barriers in resource-constrained environments.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The increasing global recognition of women's entrepreneurial potential has spurred scholarly and

practical interest in understanding the multifaceted factors that shape female entrepreneurs'
success, particularly in developing economies. Women'’s entrepreneurial orientation—a combination
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of innovative behavior, proactiveness, and risk-taking—has emerged as a critical determinant of their
ability to develop sustainable ventures and compete in traditionally male-dominated markets (Singh
& Malhotra, 2023; Voda & Florea, 2019). Despite mounting empirical evidence on the transformative
power of women-led businesses, systemic barriers such as limited access to networks, gender-
based discrimination, and institutional rigidity continue to restrict women’s full participation in
entrepreneurial ecosystems (Chandran & Aleidi, 2018; Mustapha & SubramaniAm, 2016).
Theoretically, entrepreneurial orientation has been widely studied as a predictor of firm performance.
However, the nature of this relationship often varies based on contextual factors, such as
sociocultural environment, access to social capital, and institutional support. In developing regions
like Iran, and particularly in peripheral provinces such as Kerman, women entrepreneurs operate
under dual pressures: they must conform to traditional gender norms while simultaneously navigating
entrepreneurial demands (Hemmat et al., 2021; Rafiaie, 2023). These constraints influence not only
the formation of entrepreneurial orientation but also how such orientation translates into political ties,
commercial collaborations, and network resource acquisition.

Political and business ties have been identified as essential conduits through which entrepreneurs
can gain access to vital external resources. These ties enhance the ability to secure permits, policy
support, and market information—all of which are critical to firm survival and growth (Bel Hadj Miled,
2023; Chakraborty & Biswal, 2023). For women entrepreneurs, however, developing and maintaining
such relationships is often encumbered by restricted mobility, limited institutional access, and
gendered expectations (Oladipo et al., 2023; Ummiroh et al., 2022). The current study, grounded in
network theory, posits that entrepreneurial orientation enables women to actively build political and
commercial ties that, in turn, facilitate the acquisition of valuable network resources.

Moreover, prior studies suggest that access to network resources significantly mediates the
relationship between entrepreneurial orientation and firm performance (Mari et al., 2024; Ughetto et
al., 2020). These resources may include technical knowledge, capital, referrals, and moral support—
elements particularly vital for women entrepreneurs who often lack formal institutional backing.
Network-mediated access can compensate for deficits in financial capital and allow for rapid
adaptation in dynamic market conditions (Avnimelech & Rechter, 2023; Koch & Kuckertz, 2024).
Nevertheless, empirical investigation into how this mediating mechanism operates within female-led
SMEs in marginalized contexts remains sparse.

To address this research gap, this study investigates the effect of women’s entrepreneurial
orientation on their ability to establish political and business ties, acquire network resources, and
improve firm performance. The study’s context—small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) owned
by women in Kerman, Iran—offers a unique opportunity to examine these interdependencies in a
resource-constrained, gender-biased environment. Building on previous research (Salamzadeh &
Ramadani, 2021; Sanaeepour et al., 2022), the study contributes both theoretically and practically by
exploring how women's entrepreneurial efforts shape, and are shaped by, their embeddedness in
social and institutional networks.

Methods and Materials

This research adopted a descriptive-survey approach with an applied orientation. The statistical
population included female entrepreneurs in small and medium-sized enterprises located in Kerman,
Iran. Using Cochran’s sampling formula, 384 participants were selected through simple random
sampling, and a total of 392 valid responses were collected. A standardized questionnaire adapted
from Ribeiro et al. (2021) was utilized to measure five key constructs: entrepreneurial orientation,
political ties, business ties, network resource acquisition, and firm performance. The questionnaire's
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overall reliability was confirmed with a Cronbach's alpha of 0.901, and convergent and discriminant
validity were verified.

Data analysis involved two primary stages: first, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to validate the
measurement model; second, structural equation modeling (SEM) using SmartPLS 3 to test the
hypothesized relationships. The data met all necessary assumptions for SEM analysis. Model fit
indices confirmed the adequacy of the structural model, and the significance of path coefficients was
assessed via bootstrapping with 5000 resamples.

Findings

Descriptive analysis revealed that the majority of the sample were women aged between 31 and 50
years, predominantly holding a bachelor's or master's degree. Normality testing showed that all
variable distributions fell within acceptable skewness and kurtosis ranges. The Kolmogorov—Smirnov
test, however, indicated non-normal distributions, supporting the appropriateness of the PLS-SEM
method.

Results from the SEM analysis supported all nine proposed hypotheses. Specifically, women’s
entrepreneurial orientation significantly influenced political ties (B = 0.626, t = 16.846), business ties
(B = 0.486, t = 9.902), and network resource acquisition (B = 0.301, t = 5.783). Both political (B =
0.567, t = 8.452) and business ties (B = 0.159, t = 2.418) significantly affected network resource
acquisition. Political (B = 0.199, t = 2.443) and business ties (B = 0.174, t = 2.766) also showed
significant positive effects on firm performance. Network resource acquisition (B = 0.763, t = 12.913)
and entrepreneurial orientation (B = 0.162, t = 2.940) were both significant predictors of firm
performance.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study provide compelling evidence for the central role of entrepreneurial
orientation in shaping the success trajectories of women-owned SMEs in developing regions.
Women who exhibit high levels of innovativeness, proactivity, and risk-taking are more capable of
forging influential political relationships and building trust-based commercial networks. These ties, in
turn, become strategic assets for resource acquisition—facilitating access to knowledge, financial
capital, and market insights, which are otherwise hard to obtain due to gendered and institutional
barriers.

The study confirms that both political and business ties act as key mediators in the entrepreneurial
journey. Political connections help women navigate bureaucratic systems and influence policy
environments that are often skewed against female participation. Business relationships, on the
other hand, enhance collaboration, mutual learning, and credibility in commercial settings. Together,
these relationships augment the structural and cognitive social capital of women entrepreneurs,
empowering them to thrive despite systemic constraints.

Another noteworthy implication is the mediating power of network resource acquisition. Even in
contexts where formal support systems are lacking, well-developed informal and semi-formal
networks can play a vital role in offsetting disadvantages. The strength of this mediating effect
underscores the necessity for female entrepreneurs to invest in networking strategies, particularly in
communities where institutional support is unreliable or exclusionary.

The study also highlights the strategic importance of enhancing women’s capacity for entrepreneurial
action, not only as individual economic actors but also as agents of social transformation. By
leveraging their networks and proactively engaging with institutional actors, women entrepreneurs in
peripheral regions like Kerman are redefining the parameters of participation and performance in
local economies. These findings advocate for the development of ecosystem-level interventions that
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support entrepreneurial orientation, facilitate access to political and commercial arenas, and
recognize the complex, multilayered challenges faced by female-led SMEs.

Finally, this research offers critical insights for policymakers, development agencies, and
entrepreneurship educators. Supporting female entrepreneurship requires more than funding and
training; it demands a systemic shift in how networks, institutions, and opportunities are structured.
Efforts to enhance entrepreneurial success must address the relational dimensions of
entrepreneurship—emphasizing inclusion, access, and the leveraging of social capital. For regions
like Kerman and similar developing economies, empowering women through network-based
strategies may be the key to sustainable enterprise growth and gender-equitable economic
development.
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