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  Abstract 

Women entrepreneur plays a catalytic role in economic development, as women constitute half of 

Malaysia's population. The contribution of women entrepreneurs in the country's economy is significant 

and may not ignore. Malaysia is a multicultural and multiethnic society comprised of Malays, Chinese, 

Indian and other local ethnics. The present study investigates the leadership and decision-making style 

among Malaysian women entrepreneurs. The present study adopted the qualitative research strategy, and 

ten women entrepreneurs are interviewed. A semi-structured interview technique is applied, and 6 Malays 

and 4 Chinese entrepreneurs made the study population. The result highlights that both Malay and Chinese 

entrepreneurs used democratic leadership styles for business management. Regarding decision-making, 

Malaysian women experienced failures in making the right decision. However, they considered the failure 

as a learning process for future decision-making. The present study will help new entrepreneurs persevere 

in their business ventures, and policymakers look into the best supports to enhance Malaysian women 

entrepreneurs' success. 

 

Keywords: Women Entrepreneur, Decision-making Process, Leadership Styles, Malaysia. 

 
 

Introduction 

 
Entrepreneurship is considered a powerful tool for job creation and acts as a strong determinant for 

Malaysia's economy (Lai et al., 2010; Noor and Isa; 2020). The Malaysian government is concerned about 

industrial, privatization, and women involved in business to grow women entrepreneurship (Basit et al., 

2020). There is a shift of women entrepreneurs in Malaysia from SMEs to immense business venture 

related to import and export, fashion boutique, food etc. (Alam et al., 2011; Merican and Ghani, 2016).  

 

The Malaysian government has realized the importance of women entrepreneurs and initiated various 

entrepreneurial programs and policies to assist women entrepreneurs. Statistics revealed that women consist 

of half of population in Malaysia (MDP, 2019). Even then, the government has acknowledged the 

significance of women's entrepreneurship in local and international markets. Regardless, women's 

involvement in the various sectors is minimal compared to men, such as the aged industry (Noor et al., 

2020b; Noor, Isa and Nor, 2020d). More importantly, Malaysian government is concerned for capacity 

building, training and soft skills of women entrepreneurs for overall business management. However, lots 
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of efforts are required in various sectors for women's success. It is not only the question of equal 

opportunities, but it also makes economic sense as investing in women drives the economy smarter 

(Perianes, 2018). 

 

Nevertheless, this national agenda's importance is that the country's overall development and progress can 

be associated with women entrepreneurship's success. However, limited studies have been done on qualities 

of successful women in business (Idris, 2008; Alam et al., 2011; Karim and Azmi, 2008; Alam et al., 2011; 

Fatima, Mohammad, and Joni, 2013). Despite many studies that were conducted on women entrepreneurs, 

there are still rooms for improvement in the findings to support the development of women entrepreneurs in 

Malaysia. Moreover, few direct comparisons were made regarding women entrepreneurs' decision-making 

and leadership styles from the Malaysian perspective. Therefore, this study aims to identify women 

entrepreneurs' leadership and decision-making style in Malaysia to run successfully. It is essential to reveal 

the prominent attributes of how they decide by leading the staff.   

 

Research Objective and Question:  
 

RO: To explore the leadership style and decision-making style of Malaysian women entrepreneurs.  

 

RQ: What are the main attributes of leadership and decision-making styles of Malaysian women 

entrepreneurs?  

 

Literature Review  
 

Entrepreneurship has been studied continuously by researchers all over the world. Many definitions are 

proposed to explain this vital term. For instance, Hutt (1994) defines entrepreneurship as a social activity 

for profit generation and the term "entrepreneur," mean producers. Entrepreneurs can also be defined as 

self-employed, referred to those who have their own business, either small or large-scale business. 

Generally, the concept of entrepreneurship will be to run a business on a small scale because the owners 

also act as the managers who use their own money for business formation and are usually limited to the 

local market (Suaibah et al., 2007; Noor and Isa 2020c).  

 

Besides, entrepreneurship also can be known as an art or process of exploring and managing their own 

business. In most situations, entrepreneurs ventured into a business by their efforts, have the right attitude 

and enthusiasm for self-employed, and have the entrepreneurial spirit that wants to pursue a career as an 

entrepreneur (Karim et al., 2008). We can simply state that entrepreneurship is considered as an exception 

activity (Spinuzzi, 2016) that can be done alone or in partnership to fulfil the desired goals by creating 

networking with the customer, supplier or dealers (Kuratko, 2011) which leads to revenue generation. 

 

In all cases, entrepreneurs may not create their competitive business advantage without these assets in 

capturing the target market's attention. In Malaysia, various corporations and programs providing services 

and assistance for SMEs development specifically for women. In line with this, Amanah Ikhtiar Malaysia 

(AIM) provided assistance and funding to more than 200,000 women entrepreneurs in agri and service 

sector since 1987 from its initiation (Noor and Isa, 2020a). From a local perspective, the women force 

comprised 57.4 % of the workforce and expected to attain the target of 59% in the upcoming years (The 

New Straits Times, September 24, 2018). Malaysian Cabinet set the policy that 30% of women must be 

hired in a decision-making position in the business sector by 2030. It depicts the Malaysian government's 

support for women's entrepreneurship success. 
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Leadership Style  

 

Leadership means a way of giving the direction and motivating others and attaining the commitment of 

followers towards vision of leader (Kotter, 1990). Hence, leader is a person who motivate others to follow 

the vision to fulfill the goals. Leadership may be of various kinds such as autocratic (Vugt et al., 2004; 

Harms et al., 2018), parental leadership (Bellon et al., 2017),  democratic (Al Khajeh, 2018; Allafchi, 

2017), laissez-faire (Al Malki and Juan, 2018; Asrar-ul-Haq and Kuchinke, 2016), transactional, and 

transformational (Ozkan and Ozturk, 2020; Toh, et al., 2019) leadership styles. Due to their active 

involvement in entrepreneurship, women today have an increased leadership presence and asserted 

numerous leadership styles (Jang, 2015). In the 1990s, women's leadership styles gained utmost attention as 

researchers tried to investigate the differences between men and women leadership styles.  

 

Women's collaborative and contributory behaviours have increased significantly while men's scores 

declined despite an emphasis on teamwork both in business schools and the workplace (Orhan and Scott, 

2001). In many instances, emotional intelligence plays an increasingly important role where technical skills 

differences are minimal in importance. Without emotional intelligence, the best education, brilliant ideas 

accompanied by an analytical mind will not constitute a stable and productive leader. The differences in 

emotional intelligence between men and women could affect their leadership style (Chen,2007).  

 

In line with this, Shane (2000) outlines entrepreneurial leadership as the creative response to new market 

opportunities through new business creation. However, Kuratko (2007) suggests that business creation is 

limiting, and entrepreneurial leadership is a unique concept combining opportunities, risk-taking beyond 

security, and persistent enough to follow ideas. Implicatively, entrepreneurial leadership can be treated as 

the fusion of three crucial concepts: entrepreneurship, entrepreneurial orientation, and entrepreneurial 

management. This is of course, with leadership enabling them to develop their conceptualization of 

entrepreneurial leadership as a process rather than individual attributes (Al Malki and Juan, 2018; Bellon et 

al., 2017; Jang, 2015).  

 

Decision Making  

 

The process of decision making is normally based on the identification and selection of the alternatives that 

primarily relay on decision maker values and preferences (Hussain, 2017).  It is crucial to entrepreneurs as 

the decision-making strategy varies, especially on how they perceive, think, and react in a deeply 

embedded decision-making situation. Thus, thinking style will lead to how they decide. Thinking style is 

defined as one's preferred manner of using mental abilities to govern daily activities, including 

understanding, and solving problems and challenges. Thinking styles may vary depending on the conditions 

and demands of a given situation (Sitterly, 2001), and it can be either linear or nonlinear thinking (Downey 

et al., 2006). Linear thinking was based on rules, rationality, analysis, logic, reason, and cause-effect 

predictability (Siggelkow and Rivkin, 2007). 

 

On the other hand, nonlinear thinking emphasizes intuition and gut feelings. It also focuses on creativity, 

flexibility, holistic insight, and emotion. Hence, practical thinking, planning, and problem-solving in our 

complex, turbulent, unpredictable, and uncertain global business environment require entrepreneurs to 

reach beyond merely a linear thinking platform to enhance success. While initiating a new business 

venture, the entrepreneur must recognize an opportunity, review available capabilities and resources, assess 

the markets, and allocate resources to meet common challenges (Noor et al., 2020c).  

 

The entrepreneur's entry decisions require them to conceive a strategic framework and design steps or 

tactics for carrying out business strategies. Doing so will enable the entrepreneur to build the enterprise and 

begin to conduct business effectively. The entry decision is the single most important strategic event in the 

firm's life. The firm cannot perform any other strategy without it because the decision and startup strategy 

effects will shape its later actions. Once made, the entry decision's impact persists for life, and it is 
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irreversible. Therefore, it is crucial to make the right decision starting from day one of the business 

operation. Having reviewed the various leadership styles and decision making process of women 

entrepreneurs, we will further realize their vital role in enhancing Malaysia's economic performance. Hence 

this study needs to explore and understand the attributes of successful Malaysian women entrepreneurs and 

their respective leadership styles and decision-making styles.  

 

Methodology 
 

The adaptation of correct methodology plays a significant role in eliminating the issues that arise while 

conducting the research. The present study has adopted the qualitative research strategy as it deals with 

marketing research methods, which stress data collection by semi-structured interview technique. However,  

for any research method as highlighted by (Hall et al., 2016) that philosophical underpinnings are 

considered very important as it depicts the researcher stance and it covers the entire schema of the 

researcher based on data collection and analysis technique.  

 

Furthermore, (Clough et al., 2012) demonstrated that questions are considered the base for the entire study 

under investigation. Thus, the present study considers interpretivism associated with the people experience 

as interpretive philosophy stresses individual interaction with society (Creswell, 2012).  Ten (10) women 

entrepreneurs from north Malaysia were interviewed. The sample size refer to (Creswell, 2012) that 5-25 

respondents are enough for phenomenological study. The interview was conducted in English and Malay 

Language and took four months to complete.  

 

The interviews were tape-recorded and later transcribed for analysis purposes. The interview lasted about 

45 minutes to one hour. The semi-structured interviews were based on entrepreneurs ' leadership and 

decision-making styles and experience.  Each interview question was subsequently transcribed to traceable 

chunks and coded by the participants for five interview questions. The study followed the Johnny Saldaña 

(2018) technique for data analysis.  NVivo Software was used for the final data analysis (Hall et al., 2016). 

Table 1 depicts the interview questions. 

 

Table 1:  Interview Questions 

 

Table 2a & 2b summarize the women entrepreneurs' personal and business background in detail regarding 

age category, marital status, number of children, education, ownership, business experience, company size, 

family members in business etc. 

 

 

 

 

Sr.no Interview Questions  

1 In your opinion, what kind of leader are you? 

 

2 What are your special leadership traits as an entrepreneur? 

 

3 How do you lead your organization? Can you share with me your vision and mission? 

 

4 Did you ever fail in making the right business decisions? Can you share with me your 

experience? 

 

5 How did you overcome the problems of a failed decision? 
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Table 2a: Participants Personal & Business Background 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question Participants 

Categories No types E1 E2 E3 E4 E5 

Individual 

Factors 
1 Age 

Category 

30-39 years 40-59 years 40-59 years 40-59 years 40-59 years 

2 

Marital 

Status 

Married Married Married Married Married 

3 

Do have a 

child/children 

yes 2 yes 6 yes 3 yes yes 4 

Education 4 Education 

level 

postgraduate secondary tertiary postgraduat

e 

postgraduat

e 

Business 

Background 
5 Are you the 

sole owner of 

this business 

entity? 

no yes no yes yes 

 

6 If No, name 

your position 

in the 

business. 

M.D - others CEO partner 

7 This 

Business is a: 

corporation sole 

proprietor 

corporation partnership partnership 

8 Your 

business 

experience in 

the current 

and (point to 

that): 

11-15 years 11-15 years more than 

20 

years 

6- 10 years 1-5 years 

9 How did you 

involve in 

this business? 

start on 

business 

based on 

personal 

innovation 

and 

initiatives 

 based on 

personal 

innovation 

and 

initiatives 

started the 

business 

with 

partner/ 

partners 

10 What is the 

size of your 

company? 

medium 

(50-249 

employees) 

small (10-

49 

employees) 

medium 

(50-249 

employees) 

small (10-

49 

employees) 

medium 

(50-249 

employees) 

11 Any family 

members 

working in 

the business? 

yes no yes yes yes 

 

12 Please 

specify your 

relationship 

with the 

persons. 

Sister  spouse and 

children 

son & daughter 
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Table 2b: Participant Personal and Business Background 

 

Discussion  
 

The interview conducted to get the holistic view of women entrepreneurs (Malays and Chinese) leadership 

styles to leading and managing the centers. For this purpose, coded data from interviewed participants were 

cross-referenced with another participant to highlight the matches and differences of their views. This step 

is for continuous comparison to develop fewer themes for a research question (Crotty, 1998). Below 

mentioned the discussion.  

Question Participants  

Categories No types E6 E7 E8 E9 E10 

Individual 

Factors 
1 Age Category 40-59 

years 

30 -39 

years 

30-39 

years 

20 -29 

years 40 - 59 years 

2 Marital Status Married Married Single Married Married 

3 

Do have a 

child/children 

yes 3 Yes , two No Yes, One 

Yes , One 

Education 4 Education level Tertiary 

level 

Secondary Tertiary 

level 

Tertiary 

level 

Postgraduate 

(MBA) 

(DBA) 

Business 

Background 
5 Are you the 

sole owner of 

this business 

entity? 

No No No No Yes 

 

6 If No, name 

your position in 

the business. 

General 

Manager 

Partner 

and 

manager 

Partner 

and 

manager 

Sharehold

er and 

manager  

7 This Business 

is a: 

Corporatio

n 

Partnershi

p 

Partnershi

p 

Sole 

proprietor 

Corporation 

8 Your business 

experience in 

the current and 

(point to that): 

More than 

20 years 

11 – 15 

years 

6 to 10 

years 

6 to 10 

years 

11 - 15 years 

9 How did you 

involve in this 

business? 

Based on 

personal 

innovation 

and 

initiatives 

Started 

with 

partner 

Based on 

personal 

innovation 

and 

initiatives 

With the 

help of 

husband 

Based on 

personal 

innovation 

and 

initiatives 

10 What is the size 

of your 

company? 

Medium 

( 50- 249) 

Small Micro ( 1- 

9 staff)l 

Medium 

( 50- 249) 

Micro (1 - 9 

employees) 

11 Any family 

members 

working in the 

business? 

Yes No No Yes No 

 

12 Please specify 

your 

relationship 

with the 

persons. 

Children   husband 
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Table 3. Kind of Leader 

Interview Questions  Themes No of Participants 

In your opinion, what kind of leader 

are you? 

 

Democratic                  8(6- M 2-C) 

Democratic and Autocratic.                  1(C) 

Participative 

 

                 1(C) 

 Note: (M= Malay C= Chinese) 

 

The study's findings concerning leadership style show that majority of the respondent is mainly a 

democratic leader. While one of participant highlighted democratic and in some instances, she acts as an 

autocratic leader (Refer to Table 3). Overall, both Malay and Chinese women entrepreneurs skewed 

towards a democratic leadership style. The feedback of the participants are as follows:  

 

"Sometimes we think that our idea is correct, but actually our staff' ideas are much better, then we 

should consider those ideas”(E1) 

 

 "I lead my organization by providing good examples. I give advice to my children in managing the 

company. I inculcate Islamic values in the organization, for instance, I pray tahajud/istikharah to 

ask Allah's assistance in making the right decision" (E6) 

 

Table 4. Leadership Traits 

What are your special 

leadership traits as an 

entrepreneur? 

 

Persistence  9 (6-M 3-C) 

Sincerity  9(6-M 3- C) 

Passion  9(6-M 3- C) 

Perseverance  9(6-M 3-C) 

Risk taker  8(5-M 3-C) 

Seek for feedback  8(5-M 3- C) 

Integrity  7(5-M 2- C) 

    Note: (M= Malay C= Chinese) 

 

Based on the interviews, most women entrepreneurs seemed to have two most important entrepreneurial 

traits that are considered crucial to their business success (Refer to Table 4). The two traits are persistent 

and risk-taking. The feedback from participants are as follows:  

 

"I am persistent, and a risk-taker and I drink tea to keep myself alert and active"(E7).  

 

"An entrepreneur must be able to be risk-taker, endure, smell opportunities and act fast” (E8) 

 

"My special traits are persistency, risk-taking and feedback-seeking" (E9) 

 

Table 5. Business Operation 

How do you lead your 

organization? Can you share 

with me your vision and 

mission? 

 

Believe in teamwork  8(4-M 4-C) 

Best management consultant  

 

8(5-M 3- C) 

Islamic values in organisations                      6(6-M) 

Proper SOPs  6(3-M 3- C) 

Help of Malay Entrepreneurs                    6(6-M ) 

Introduction of Malaysian 

products abroad  

5(2-M 3-C) 

  Note: (M= Malay C= Chinese) 
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This study showed different entrepreneurs have different ways of operating their business. To succeed, the 

majority of the entrepreneurs prepared the Standard Operation Procedures (SOP) to manage and align their 

business operating correctly (Refer to Table 5).  

 

"We need to have SOP because if we do not have SOP, we cannot apply for GMP, we also cannot 

obtain any certification, for example, Halal certificate, and because of that, SOP is important to my 

company" (E3).  

 

"It is important to have SOP because we can follow it for a long time to standardize our business 

operation” (E9).  

 

Table 6. Decision Making Challenges 

 

Did you ever fail in making 

good business decisions? Can 

you share with me your 

experience? 

Hiring mistakes 8(5-M 3- C) 

Less profit making 6(3-M 3- C) 

Chosen wrong product 5(2-M 3-C) 

Decision related to price 

setting  

4(1-M 3-C) 

How did you overcome the 

problems of a failed decision? 

 

 

SOPs for hiring 8(5-M 3-C) 

Performance measurement 

system 

6(2-M 4- C) 

Business networking  5(3-M 2-C) 

Market survey  4(2-M 2- C) 

  Note: (M= Malay C= Chinese) 

Referring to making a decision, every entrepreneur, Malay and Chinese, has experienced failure to make a 

good decision. They, however, considered the failure as a learning process for future decision-making 

purposes (Refer to Table 6). The verbatim from participants are as follows:  

 

"Actually we need to remember that wrong decision making will provide us with new knowledge, 

for example, we can learn why our product is not saleable” (E3). 

 

"I made the wrong decision regarding pricing strategy, and whenever you talk too much you 

sometimes will make a mistake; therefore it is better for you to listen and be a good listener to 

make you a better decision maker” (E4).  

The findings revealed several similarities of responses from the Malay and Chinese entrepreneurs, such as 

persistent (M-6, C-3) and risk-taking traits (5-M 3- C), democratic leadership style (6= M 2=C), and the 

majority of the entrepreneurs' failure (5-M 3- C) to make the right decision. The findings relate to previous 

literature that the entrepreneur must find an opportunity and go properly look into available resources, 

market accessibility and allocation to resources to fulfill the desire goal. The right decision making helps 

the entrepreneur to conceive a strategic framework and imagine the steps or tactics for carrying out the 

strategy in proper way (Brouthers and Hennart, 2007; Thurik and Wennekers, 2011; Noor et al., 2020c; 

Asrar-ul-Haq and Kuchinke, 2016; Al Malki and Juan, 2018). Furthermore, Both Malay and Chinese 

entrepreneurs believe in SOP to ensure higher success. Similarly, they measure business operation 

effectiveness differently according to their needs and expected outcomes, and finally, they use various 

types of decision-making strategies suitable for their business context depending upon the priority. Women 

entrepreneurs sometimes failed to make a decision related to 1) marketing, i.e. product choice and 

marketing strategy 2) HRM, i.e. hiring new employee 3) Financial, i.e. less profitability 4) Performance 

measurement system 4) Business networking to expand skills and resources. However, they overcome the 

decision failure by 1) adopting SOP in the company, 2) conducting marketing survey to understand the 



   

  

 

 

ISSN: 2306-9007                 Isa, Nor & Noor (2021) 

 

 

76 

I 

 

  www.irmbrjournal.com                                                                                            March 2021                                                                                             

 International Review of Management and Business Research                       Vol. 10 Issue.1

                           

R 
M  
B  
R  

customer needs, 3) adopting marketing strategies 4) proper budgeting and cash flow statements 5) setting 

the quality standards and networking. The findings are in tandem with previous literature, as Sarasvathy 

(2001) describes two kinds of decision-making modes in business settings, causation, and effectuation. 

Causation is described as using analysis and estimation techniques to discover the market situation and 

need of customers. Thus, causal reasoning stresses what needs to be done to fulfil the goals and effectuation 

focuses on the entrepreneurial decision making in conditions of high uncertainty when the future cannot be 

predicted through statistical inferences (Downey et al., 2006; Hussain, 2017; Siggelkow and Rivkin, 2007; 

Sitterly, 2001).  

 

Theoretical Justification  
 

The underlying theory for this study is RBV theory, which has been recognized as one of the most 

influential and cited theories in contemporary strategic management research, was developed by Wernerfelt 

(1984), Rumelt (1984) and, Barney (1986) in the mid-1980s. It adopts an inward approach by focusing on a 

firm’s internal strengths and weaknesses. Particularly, it helps explain under which conditions that a firm's 

resources can generate sustained competitive advantages (Barney, 1991). RBV suggests that, if a firm is to 

achieve sustained competitive advantages, it must possess bundles of strategically relevant resources and 

capabilities (Barney, 1991) that are valuable, rare, imperfectly imitable, and non-substitutable (VRIN). 

Within the field of entrepreneurship, scholars (Alvarez & Busenitz, 2001; Chandler & Hanks, 1994; 

Connor, 1991) have primarily acknowledged that entrepreneurship is an intricate part of the resource-based 

framework. Nowadays, a growing body of research has leveraged the RBV tenets to understand the 

determinants of entrepreneurial venture performance (Kellermanns, Walter, Crook, Kemmerer, & 

Narayanan, 2014). For instance, the study by Alvarez and Busenitz (2001) extends the RBV to current 

research on entrepreneurship by introducing both; i) entrepreneurial recognition, defined as "the recognition 

of opportunities and opportunity-seeking behavior" , and ii) "the process of combining and organizing 

resources" as heterogeneous resources that transform inputs into heterogeneous outputs that lead to 

sustainable competitive advantages. In addition, Wiklund and Shepherd (2003) conclude that through a 

firm's entrepreneurial orientation, a measure of the way the firm is organized to discover and exploit 

opportunities that knowledge-based resources transformed into enhanced firm performance.  

 

Conclusion  

 
The present study highlights the factors necessary for women entrepreneurs' success, specifically in 

decision-making and leadership related issues. In doing business, they sometimes made the wrong decision, 

but they learned from their mistakes to excel further. The leadership styles and decision making styles of 

Malays and Chinese women entrepreneurs in Malaysia are not different.  It may be because Malaysian 

women entrepreneurs' business culture is influenced by the country’s unique attributes comprising 

multiethnic, multi-cultures, and multi religions people who live harmoniously with caring and sharing 

attitudes. The country's living culture reflects the business culture of its entrepreneurs, especially women, 

who seem to be more caring, meticulous, and empathetic than men.  The study results implicate that 

women entrepreneurs' leadership and decision-making styles could be affected by their distinctive personal 

traits, business experience, business types, and business environment where they work. More importantly, 

women’s personal factors seem to play a pivotal role in their business success in all industries.  Among the 

individual factors that the participants mentioned are self-confidence, persistence, strong willpower, and 

risk-taking. These factors, however, can be embedded within the women entrepreneurs through short 

courses, business workshops, training programs, mentoring programs or even long-term courses. These 

positive factors, coupled with business experience and the right business choice and environment, can lead 

to a sustainable business in the marketplace. From the study also, two necessary supports play a substantial 

role in the women entrepreneurs' business success: government support and spouse/family support. Both 

factors could further enhance entrepreneurs' leadership and decision making effectiveness. Future studies 

may be done using a quantitative approach to find the most trends of women entrepreneurs' leadership and 
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decision-making style. Since this research focuses on Malaysia's northern region, further research should 

explore women entrepreneurs of different regions and areas, and extend the entrepreneurs' leadership and 

decision-making styles into a more in-depth study such as leadership and decision-making strategies, issues 

and challenges. 
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