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Abstract

This paper aimed to discuss the opportunity and challenges that are faced by women
entrepreneurs in the current digital transformation development. A summary of scholarly
works alongside the discussion of some important findings based on the centred issue was
presented in the current paper. The analysis was focused on explaining the role of the most
important digital business solution, namely social media. The major challenges of pursuing
digital alternative were also discussed, varying from a traditional gender issue to emerging
digital pressures. This paper provides the relevant academic explanation of the underlying
requirements for creating successful women entrepreneurs in digital business, while the
highlighted pitfalls can help them avoid incidentally occurrence of business failures.

Introduction

Even though, less than half women in the world owned businesses compared to their male
counterparts (Hossain et al., 2019), women entrepreneurship contributes more than 50 per
cent to Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in both developed and less developed countries (Ayogu
and Agu, 2015). In the United States alone, women have outnumbered men in business (68
per cent) and they contribute significantly to the US economy (United States Department of
Commerce, 2011). The empowerment of women in entrepreneurial activities particularly
important to stimulate employment and income growth within local and domestic
circumstances.

Women participation in business should not only be perceived as economically driven but
more importantly, their active involvement can be an effective social factor in achieving
economic growth. In addition to fulfilling their subjective self-needs, women are taking part
in entrepreneurship with a noble aim to help the family, peers, and society. The significant
economic role that women play in the current business landscape poses a critical challenge
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to policymakers around the world in identifying the most strategic pathways for them to
become an efficient agent for socio-economic change.

Therefore, the continuous advancement in information and communication technologies
should offer enormous opportunities for women to renovate their entrepreneurship practices
to thrive in business and spread a desirable wealth impact on society. Nowadays, digital
solutions are often adopted by businesses to achieve hike in revenues as well as create a huge
potential for expanding the new market as female entrepreneurs are expected in a better
position to leverage digital business transformations (Pergelova et al., 2019). A report
published by US private entities (Guidant, 2019) had also revealed the impulsive rise in
female-dominated businesses, namely health, beauty, and fitness (such as wellness spas,
salons, and gyms) among the top five small business industries. This rise is predicted to be the
result of the increasing consumerism with regard to online information sharing in social
media. The utilisation of business web pages and social media platforms have become the key
business activities in reaching out to a limitless number of customers, further leading to the
rapid growth in sales and revenues (Jones et al., 2015; Chatterjee et al., 2020).

In support of this encouraging trend, this paper aims to explain the fundamental requirement
for women-owned businesses to be empowered in the era of digital transformation. The
review of academic publications in the context of business opportunities and challenges will
provide insightful details on how women are viewed as future untapped economic resources
and social remedy to prolonged imbalances in terms of wealth inequality, gender disparity,
and family sustainability. It should also be noted that a systematic approach is employed in
presenting the current review within specific keywords covering digital business, social media
marketing, online business, e-business, e-marketing, and all Internet-based marketing in
general.

To some extent, the analysis of past literature on different facets of prospects and
vulnerabilities to the sustainability of women-owned businesses in digital era transformation
can lessen the intensity of knowledge gaps and misguided experience as a result of the
unprecedented changing environment. Although issues of entrepreneurship and technology
have been addressed extensively, the role of women entrepreneurs has not received
sufficient emphasis in the existing academic discussion. The objectives of this paper are as
follows; 1) to understand the capability of the digital transformation in widening the windows
of opportunity for women-owned businesses and 2) recognise the challenges of future
digitalisation of business in order to take the advanced prescription in managing
vulnerabilities. Accordingly, these two practical objectives should be able to facilitate further
development of ideas in academic research and possible theoretical adjustments in the
studies of entrepreneurship focusing on women.

The Rise of Digital Business Opportunities

The rapid advancement of technology has created new opportunities for sharing and
developing knowledge in society and shaping the success of entrepreneurs (Tehseen et al.,
2021; Oggero et al., 2021). Unlimited opportunities for business and economic development
can also be afforded, especially for women entrepreneurs in establishing the business.
Consequently, digital business is considered as an effective avenue to increase the potential
of women in business. These opportunities have been examined by many studies in an effort
to accommodate the central role of women in the economic development at the present time
(Kamberidou, 2020; Krieger-Boden and Sorgner, 2018; Mishra, 2017; Maier and Nair-Reichert,
2008).
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Enhance Customer Value

In digital business, people heavily rely on the Internet for social interaction as well as to fulfil
their needs. Digital business also offers women the right prospect to transform some of the
traditional cultures, methods, and other barriers in establishing their businesses. This
reinvention of business allows women to work more flexibly as well as interact with
customers by providing them timely feedback and up-to-date information. Emails and social
media platforms are employed as a medium to respond to customers’ enquiries as they
enable customers to get the product information promptly. This improved situation may bring
about a significant impact on customer experience. According to Komunte (2015), digital
business creates a sense of empowerment such that customers can easily purchase products
anytime and anywhere with the use of social networks. In consequence, customers will
develop closer and stronger loyalty relationship with the brands.

Improve Business Process

Digital business is utilised by women entrepreneurs across the world who have to juggle
between business and family responsibilities in maintaining their business growth as well as
competing more effectively. Komunte (2015) has investigated the advantages of mobile
phone use among 280 women entrepreneurs who owned micro-enterprises, small-scale
enterprises, and medium enterprises. The research outcome revealed that more than 75 per
cent of the respondents agreed that the use of digital business facilitated women
entrepreneurs to coordinate and improve the business process. Furthermore, the use of
mobile internet and mobile banking in business can also reduce the mobility cost and further
encourage interaction with customers (Prokopenko et al., 2020). By searching, sharing, and
discussing important business information, productivity is enhanced and women
entrepreneurs are also able to solve problems more quickly. Consequently, it would be much
easier for a women entrepreneur to carry out the responsibilities towards her family.

Attaining Financial Stability

Traditional business methods that required extremely long hours, hard work for many years,
and high cost can be bypassed completely through the application of digital business. It also
assists women to attain real financial independence, increase profit, and simultaneously fulfil
the desire to prioritise their family. This digital transformation enables them to generate more
income by reducing operating costs (e.g. eliminating travel expenses) and reduce printing
costs, especially for customers who request for receipts or coupons for returns and discounts.
Research conducted by Fuad et al (2011) revealed that 29 per cent of respondents agreed
that the purpose of starting a digital business is to generate self-income and extra money
while working at home. The respondents in the study conducted by Hashim et al (2011) also
claimed that their business sales had increased up to 40 per cent after using the online
platform as the business medium.

Go Global

Social media has transformed the way in which women entrepreneurs market their products
such that they are not required to commute to access more people, promote products, and
establish business reputation (Beninger et al., 2016). This positive change may encourage
women entrepreneurs to expand their business more vastly. According to Wally and Koshy
(2014), social media acts as an alternative for a costly and time-consuming traditional
marketing technique. It is highly effective in tracking customers, enhancing the product image

234



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES
Vol. 11, No. 19, Youth and Community Wellness, 2021, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2021 HRMARS

as well as creates a more efficient communication between business owners and potential
customers. A good-quality relationship with customers can be established and it further
enables entrepreneurs to influence more customers worldwide. In addition to generating
business engagement without any social pressure, social media also functions as a platform
where women entrepreneurs can effectively develop their brand awareness and increase
sales volume without having to mix with others (Everson, 2019).

Creative Business Approach

Digital business is a creative approach that can maximize individuals’ potential, interest, and
talent in enhancing their business. The variety of functions on social media platforms such as
Whatsapp and Instagram can express human interaction and feelings such as liking, disliking,
and sharing. These features can attract more potential customers to respond and actively
inquire about the products or services. Instead of the traditional business method, women
entrepreneurs choose digital business it correlates with their creative strength. Smith et al
(2016) contended that women have higher entrepreneurship intention because they are
more creative than their male counterparts in business. Based on the research conducted on
225 women entrepreneurs in Malaysia, Raman et al (2008) discovered that the respondents
were motivated to start a business because they wanted to explore their inner talent and
start doing something creative in their life. Therefore, it is deduced that women
entrepreneurs can become successful in digital business by adopting technological
approaches that result in higher business potential and greater creativity.

Matching Personality

Personality traits such as lower energy level, harm avoidance, risk-taking, and a higher
tendency to introverts cause women to become more comfortable to run their business
without having to deal directly with the outside world. Hence, digital business still allows
women entrepreneurs to advertise and sell their products and services alongside having the
opportunities to succeed in the business world (Cesaroni, 2017). They can also gain
entrepreneurial experience, enjoy freedom, autonomy, and generate more earnings to help
their family. According to Shmailan (2016), successful women entrepreneurs are optimistic
and possess a high level of courage in achieving their goal. They work very hard and are able
to face risks for their business growth. Thus, women entrepreneurs can build a business from
home and design their own work schedule through the virtual workplace, mobile business,
and the aids of digital tools. Figure 1 below summarizes the key findings on digital business
opportunities for rapid development of women enterprise.

( 1. Enhance customer vaiue 4. Go Global

( 2. Improve business process Digital Business opportunities 5. Creative business approach )

( 3. Attaining financial stability 6. Matching personality )

Figure 1: Mapping Digital Business Opportunities
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Challenges in Empowering Women in Digital Business

Despite the benefits of online business platform, cultivating digital practices among women
entrepreneurs is rather challenging (Oggero et al., 2019). Many studies have been conducted
in many countries particularly those with an emerging economy to examine the challenges
faced by women entrepreneurs that are primarily related to SMEs. These countries include
Turkey (Merve and Burcu, 2015), Tanzania (Kazimoto, 2014; Isaga, 2019), South Africa
(Victoria et al., 2019), Saudi Arabia (Maura et al., 2018), Swaziland (Happyson et al., 2018),
South Korea (Asia Pacific Women’s Information Network Centre Report, 2018), South East
Asia (Asian Development Bank and The Asia Foundation Report, 2018) and Malaysia (Abdul
Razak and Amran, 2016; Hashim et al., 2011; Thuaibah et al., 2007; Ariffin et al., 2017; Teoh
and Chong, 2014; Xavier et al., 2011; Alam and Jani, 2011; Hashim, 2012). Accordingly, the
challenges that are encountered by women entrepreneurs, especially in digital business, are
explored in this section.

Digital Knowledge and Skill Competency

Although the application of e-commerce will enhance the accessibility of the market, the
knowledge and skills in using information communications technology (ICT) are necessary.
The use of ICT is crucial in digital business and women entrepreneurs must integrate the
technology in their business as well as a part of their daily responsibilities. Activities in digital
business include entrepreneurs to manage their website, update product information,
promote new products online, and respond to all queries every single day. Since ICT is ever-
changing, it is crucial that digital entrepreneurs are equipped with high digital literacy, as well
as technical and online marketing skills to attract more customers . This situation also implies
that these skills are essential for the success of digital business (Happyson et al., 2018;
Kazimoto, 2014). Nevertheless, Merve and Burcu (2015) claimed that the use of social media
in digital business poses some disadvantages including plagiarism, unidentified target
audience, and unfair competition. The study also discovered that Facebook serves as the
primary source for marketing communication.

Many reports associated women entrepreneurs with challenges such as difficulty in gaining
skills to grow a business, in addition to the lack of skills, experiences, and marketing expertise.
A report by Asia Pacific Women’s Information Network Centre (APWINC) (2018) of
Sookmyung Women’s University investigated the main challenges faced by face to face
interview of 24 women entrepreneurs. Under the supervision of the Ministry of Gender
Equality and Family of the Republic of Korea, this study found that the common challenges
women entrepreneurs have to face include lack of skills and experiences. These results also
correlate with the report provided by the United States Census Bureau (2018) where 39 per
cent of the female respondents claimed that they were lacking in marketing expertise.

In the context of Malaysia, several studies have been performed to investigate the lack of
knowledge and skill among women digital entrepreneurs. Abdul Razak and Amran (2016)
examined online women entrepreneurs from rural areas around Klang Valley, Malaysia and
discovered that low digital literacy, limited English proficiency, and lack of online marketing
skills were the barriers that rural digital women entrepreneurs had to encounter. The finding
by Teoh and Chong (2014) have suggested that, common problems which need to be
addressed by women entrepreneurs in SMEs sectors were mainly derived from poor social
and business networking.
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Public-private Partnership Supports

In comparison to conventional businesses, it is more difficult for online businesses to obtain
loans and advisory services as they are still new, especially in developing countries including
Malaysia (Xavier et al., 2011; Hamdan and Hassan, 2018). In the study investigating the key
factors affecting the success of 199 women entrepreneurs in the Southern Region of Malaysia,
Alam and Jani (2011) revealed that family support plays a significant role towards the success
or failure of women entrepreneurs in SMEs. In addition, APWINC (2018) reported that the
typical challenges that women entrepreneurs had to face include the lack of mentors and
coaching networks. In studying 304 women entrepreneurs who registered under PERDASAMA
Malaysia, Hamdan and Hassan (2018) revealed that the difficulty to get business advice (with
the mean score 3.16 out of 5) was one of the main challenges among these entrepreneurs. In
another study, Anisiobi et al (2014) found that unreliable supplier specifically posed a critical
problem to women entrepreneurs. Contrastingly, Thuaibah et al (2007) confirmed that only
39 per cent of the respondents in their study stated that they had a problem with their
suppliers.

Victoria et al (2019) have examined the impact of ICT on self-efficacy, social capital, and
empowerment in the overlooked context of 199 women micro-entrepreneurs in South Africa.
This study indicated that ICT usage had a strong direct influence on self-efficacy and social
capital bonding. Additionally, evidence of inadequate government support was discovered
among women entrepreneurs in Swaziland and most of the women were not aware of how
they could get support and funding for their businesses (Happyson et al., 2018). The result of
this research is similar to that of Kazimoto (2014) where it was found that 94 per cent of the
respondents agreed that government support was lacking.

Financial Limitations

In terms of the financial struggle, women entrepreneurs were typically challenged with lack
of government loan and capital, as well as difficulty in getting credit from suppliers. This
situation occurs due to the fact that digital business is still new in developing countries such
as Malaysia. Therefore, more time is needed to prove to the bank and government that the
digital business can earn profit as much as brick and mortar businesses. In the context of
Malaysia, many studies have confirmed that women entrepreneurs in this country faced a
financial challenge when running their businesses ( Ariffin et al., 2017; Ilhamamie et al., 2014;
Wahid et al., 2021; Xavier et al., 2011).

Thuaibah et al (2007) examined the factors that influence women entrepreneurs’
involvement, achievement, and failure in business. This study was performed on 215 women
entrepreneurs in Johor, Malaysia. It was revealed that 64 per cent of the respondents
experienced a lack of capital and 55 per cent of them stated that they faced difficulty in
getting a loan from the government and private sector. Hence, it is crucial for governments
to continuously provide a supportive business environment to accommodate the
international growth and development of women SMEs in Malaysia (Malik et al., 2021;Wahid
et al., 2021).

In the context of Tanzania, Isaga (2019) explored the challenges confronted by women
entrepreneurs by distributing semi-structured questionnaires and conducting in-depth
interviews with 20 research participants. The results suggested that the most serious problem
faced by women entrepreneurs in Tanzania was the lack of access to finance. This finding is
congruent with that of the Asian Development Bank and The Asia Foundation Report (2018)
which suggested that women in South East Asia are challenged in terms of accessing finance.
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In some markets, their access is as low as one-seventh of men’s access to finance. Similarly,
APWINC (2018) confirmed that women entrepreneurs have limited access to finance.

Cultural Barriers

Women entrepreneurs in emerging countries play an active domestic role in their family and
this condition imposes a cultural barrier associated with gender issues. In a study conducted
on 31 women SME entrepreneurs from retail and service sectors in Sarawak, Malaysia,
Anisiobi et al (2014) found that excess family responsibility was one of the critical challenges
that women entrepreneurs confronted. Meanwhile, Abdul Razak and Jah (2016) studied the
involvement of women entrepreneurs in social media. Based on three case studies, the
results confirmed that women entrepreneurs who used social media for marketing and
branding purposes have low participation in online business compared to men due to their
hectic daily schedule in managing their family responsibilities. In more recent research, Isaga
(2019) also confirmed that one of the most serious problems faced by women entrepreneurs
in Tanzania included gender-related issues and social-cultural commitments.

Fierce Competition

Social media has been one of the most prominent platforms for entrepreneurs to release their
new products or services into the digital market. As a result, competition has become
increasingly challenging for women entrepreneurs to stay relevant in digital business (Anisiobi
et al., 2014; Victoria et al., 2019). Additionally, digital women entrepreneurs in Malaysia are
also facing competition from Chinese producers that enter the country market through the e-
commerce platform (Utusan Malaysia, 2019). In a study conducted by Hamdan and Hassan
(2018,) the competition in business (with the mean score of 3.79 out of 5) was recorded as
one of the main challenges for women entrepreneurs because they need to compete with
male counterparts who are far more committed. As mentioned previously, Merve and Burcu
(2015) confirmed that the use of social media in digital business poses some disadvantages,
such as plagiarism, unidentified target audience, and unfair competition.

Trust

It is especially difficult for digital entrepreneurs to convince customers to buy their products
online. Due to the feeling of insecurity when doing online transaction, i.e. involving online
payment, some customers have a belief that they will be cheated by digital entrepreneurs.
Based on the study of digital entrepreneurship in the context of emerging economies in Saudi
Arabia, Maura et al (2018) found that only 7.5% of Saudis were willing to use credit cards
online. Furthermore, the majority of the respondents stated that it is difficult to build
customer trust in online selling. According to Simanjuntak et al (2020) customer trust
exhibited a significant effect on customer retention suggesting that the higher the customer
trusts the higher the customer retention.

Policy and Regulation

The absence of a specific policy or guideline that is related to e-commerce law poses a
challenge for digital entrepreneurs when dealing with policies and regulations. A study
conducted by Kazimoto (2014) which involved 50 SMEs in Tanzania confirmed that 88 per
cent of the respondents agreed that they had a lack of awareness in relation to the
international marketing regulations and standards.
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Lack of Confidence

The use of e-commerce has been proven to enhance the confidence of entrepreneurs in
managing their business because they do not need to participate in face-to-face dealings with
customers, particularly in the rural area (Hashim et al., 2011; Kazimoto, 2014). Nevertheless,
in research investigating the developmental challenges associated with women
entrepreneurship, Teoh and Chong (2014) found that lack of confidence was one of the critical
challenges that women entrepreneurs had to encounter.

Difficulties Finding the Right Employees

Previous research has suggested that it is easier to find employees for conventional
businesses compared to digital business since ICT skills are not the requirement for
entrepreneurs to manage their business (Anisiobi, 2014; Xavier et al.,, 2011). A study
performed by Thuaibah et al (2007) in examining the factors that influence women
entrepreneurs in their involvement, achievement, and failure in business has revealed that
38.6 per cent of the respondents stated that they faced some problems in hiring the right
employees. Figure 2 below summarizes the key findings on digital business challenges which
may offer a valuable insight on strategize best practices and policy review for sustaining
women entrepreneurial development.

0 Fierce competition

( Digital knowledge and skill competency )—0\
( Public-private partnership supports )—@
( Financial limitations )—o‘
0 Lack of confidence
Cultural barriers 0
“ﬁ—(Diﬁﬁcuirfes [inding the right employees )

Figure 2: Mapping Digital Business Challenges

Trust

)

{ Challenges in Digital Business }

BN

Policy and regulation )

Discussion

Based on the review above, it is evident that women participation in business activities plays
a crucial role in both social and economic developments. The rapid advancement of
technology has created more freedom for women to run business in the most efficient and
productive ways alongside maximising the potential income creation for themselves and
family. Proper management of the challenges is the key factor to allow women to be strongly
adaptable in digital-driven businesses. Despite the abundance of great opportunities in digital
business, entrepreneurs are also susceptible to the danger of cybercriminals (Letia, 2014).
Women entrepreneurs are more likely to be affected by digital threats since their online
visibility can have negative psychological effects upon women sensitive issues, such as
pornography, trafficking, violence against women, and censorship (Michota, 2013).

The negative circumstances that hamper women’s involvement in digital technology must be
resolved by means of enforced regulations, including concerns over security and privacy of
data that might impede the process of digital business. A study that was performed on a group
of women-owned businesses in Nigeria has revealed that ICT literacy had a significant effect
on the relationship between ICT adoption and performance of women-owned SMEs in
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Southwestern Nigeria (Omiunu, 2019). This research also emphasised on the importance of
conducting a well-structured ICT training programme by government authorities and private
agencies in creating a more sustained environment for the business of women entrepreneurs.
Business owners and managers are also prompted to deal with digital complexity, aligned
with business transformation and growth (Reynolds and Yetton, 2015). In dealing with the
technological complexities, it has been proposed that the establishment of women-
centralised incubator might bring positive effects to the sustainability of women-owned
business (Kapinga et al., 2018).

Furthermore, ensuring a vast availability of financial assistance is another key challenge to
make women adaptable to digital business in this modern world. The empowerment of
women through income-generating capacity can be achieved successfully through an
adequate and successful financial programme (Krishnan et al.,, 2017; Islam, 2011). For
example, the financial assistance programme in Malaysia that is known as Amanah Ikhtiar
Malaysia (AIM) targets low-income households has been implemented successfully. In
correlation with the objective of microfinance establishment, the programme has recorded
an impressive result which has helped the low-income group generate higher income from
business activities (Al-Mamun and Mazumder, 2015). The financing arrangement which has a
similar aspiration with the success story of Grameen Bank has led to a noticeable cut in
poverty figures of the underserved group, namely the rural citizens and women. The
relevance of this financing arrangement to facilitate women’s participation in digital business
can be a convincing strategy to be replicated, which otherwise not possible through standard
financing practices.

Moreover, the empowerment of women through digital entrepreneurship persists to be a
practical platform to curb family-related issues. The government’s effort in targeting women
to engage in income-generating activities in order to tackle poverty issue at micro-level is
considered as a viable strategy to empower women, particularly those living in rural areas
(Aysha et al., 2018). Nonetheless, it is significant to note that this economic burden on women
may likely cause a great sacrifice to the family members. Women have traditionally served as
a homemaker and typically involve in child-rearing duties and house chores. Unless cultural
reforms pertaining to barriers over men-women traditional roles in society are tackled
efficiently, the benefits of digital business transformation will be attained through the
empowerment of women.

Conclusion

The recent trending of digitalisation in human’s lifestyle has impacted the way in which
businesses are progressing. This emerging phenomenon has also captured a considerable
interest of researchers towards understanding its underlying causes and effects. The paper
has deduced that the empowerment of women can be achieved not only through owning a
business, but also to embark on digital initiatives. These motives can create micro and macro
opportunities for national leaders to strengthen the social and economic roles of women for
the betterment of the traditionally underserved community.

Hence, understanding the challenges that lie ahead is the key to experience success from such
a great breakthrough in policy development. These challenges, whether internal or external
factors of the women require strategic attention and full support from policymakers and
effective actions by the regulators. The timely and appropriate management of these
challenges acts as the critical success factor in conducting the mission of empowering women-
owned business in the era of rapid digital transformation.
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It is suggested that perhaps, this agenda might be the most effective solution to major social
and economic problems. Nonetheless, it is not claimed that the current paper has presented
a complete review of the relevant empirical works from worldwide research. The coverage of
this review has at least provided a sufficient and clear picture to further facilitate academic
inquiry to the current progress of the topic concerned. Forthcoming studies can be conducted
by adopting a scientific and systematic approach to explore and develop a comprehensive
framework to understand the relevant issues including the impact of digital connectivity,
digital adoption, and usage towards the economic performance of women-owned businesses.
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