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 The recent global developments followed by altered attitudes have improved women’s 
contribution to small and medium enterprises. However, women’s employment in Iranian SME 
is not in a good condition. In fact, attitude of society towards women together with socio-
cultural environments have resulted in reduced rate of women’s employment in developing 
companies. However, for changing these attitudes the relevant layout should be created 
anyway. Therefore, the objective of this paper is to enumerate factors affecting women’s 
employment in Tehran SME from those women’s views. In this regard, we applied Lerner's 
model which is more comprehensive than the other similar models. The analysis was carried 
out through distribution of some questionnaires among a statistical population including 384 
women living in the city of Tehran. After data analysis and hypothesis testing, it was concluded 
that economic elements (as an environmental factor), achievement requirement (as an 
individual factor) and encouragement (as an organizational factors) respectively affect women’s 
employment.     

© 2012 Growing Science Ltd.  All rights reserved.

Keywords: 
SME  
Women’s entrepreneurship  
Beliefs of the society; Employment 
rate 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

Human tends to have growth and development and the main differences of human being with other 
creatures are possessing intellectual ability and creativity. In addition, fundamental planning and 
operation skills as human abilities and talents are what play the effective role in countries’ 
developments (Karatepe & Olugbade, 2009). The phenomenon of occupation or employment has 
been taken under consideration since the initial eras of human social life. Hence, women have natural 
needs for development and activities away from home. In history, women have had the most unfair 
shares while having the most constructive contributions. In the same complex relationships in history, 
despite having the best productive and service functions, and more important, their inspiring and 
motivating roles toward men, women have always had marginal roles in important social positions 
(Ghasempour, 2002). It can be claimed that one of the most important criteria for evaluating the 
development rate in a country is how women are regarded and valued in that country (Bruce, 2009). 
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Women have significant contributions in SME and therefore supporting their potential participation is 
essential for economic growth in any country. In all countries, employment and unemployment rates 
are generally considered as an important economic development index. Furthermore, the matter of 
women’s employment has been specifically considered and emphasized for different reasons in recent 
years (Kiesner, 1985). The more active and effective women participate in their society, the more 
developed their country will be. Hence, the rate of women’s contribution and participation in their 
society and particularly in ideological and socio-cultural contexts extremely depends on attitude of 
the society toward women.  
 
Women have often been considered as the second sex. Of course, depending on women’s general 
socio-cultural conditions in their society, this opinion varies among different countries. We know that 
traditional attitudes cannot be abolished overnight, but changing attitudes, making technological 
innovations and using modern ways of thinking can decrease disparities between men and women 
(Ezzati et al. 2009). Women’s motives for employment can be divided into two main categories 
including mental and economic objectives. Tending to each of these categories depends on 
socioeconomic class of women’s family. In this regard, the most important employment motive for 
women who belong to leisure class is a mental one while women in middle and lower classes seek for 
employment because of economic motives (Ezzati et al., 2009). In today’s world that women’s 
employment and their directorship in developing organizations are considered as some of progressive 
methods in economic, social and cultural arenas, they must have the right to fully participate in the 
social arena in light of their competencies and with regard to transcendental values of the society 
away from any discriminations, inequities and superstitions. Therefore, our purpose in this paper is to 
answer the question “what are the key factors affecting women employment in SME?” 
 

2. Literature review 
 

While women make up a half of the world’s population and work for two-third of the world’s 
working hours, they only own one hundredth of the world’s property. Therefore, there are inequities 
in all societies around the world. In this regard, international organizations have carried out several 
investigations to study and analyze women’s positions in national and international levels, their 
employment rate, limitations imposed on them, attitudes towards them and their contribution to 
development as well as policies and strategies made for solving problems concerning women’s 
employment (Parker, 2008). According to statistics, 82% of employed women work at educational 
and cultural sections while only less than 5% of them work at technical, engineering and agricultural 
service sections. Hence, it is necessary to increase women’s share in national economy and fight their 
unemployment crisis, so that the optimal conditions to develop women’s enterprises will be prepared 
and similarly allow women solve the society’s current problems through creating jobs and 
employment opportunities for themselves and for others as well (Godwyn, 2006). Lots of 
investigations have been carried out in this matter and some of them are as follows:    
 
In a study about strategic approaches of male and female entrepreneurs toward business effectiveness, 
Lerner et al. (1997) found that despite some similarities between these two approaches, women pay 
more attention to quality than men do. Durand (2008) also claimed that achievement evaluation 
among female entrepreneurs showed that the most important achievement index for women is to 
reach personal achievement, which is respectively followed by personal goals’ fulfillment, traditional 
economic indices known in entrepreneurship literature such as profit and growth, as well as making a 
balance between work and life and being effective in society. Some of researchers think that the 
reason of different meanings of achievement among different groups of female entrepreneurs and also 
the reason of these differences among male and female entrepreneurs is having or not having children 
(Justo, 2008). Zhang et al. (2009) found that women rather try to make balance between their 
economic objectives (including profit & growth) and noneconomic ones (product quality, personal 
fulfillment & helping others), but men have little need to make balance between their personal and 
occupational goals (for a variety of reasons).  In a study carried out about entrepreneurship of Spanish 



M. Zarandi / Management Science Letters 2 (2012) 
 

2043

female immigrants, González-González et al. (2011) claimed that the most common and typical 
factors affecting women’s employment are their personal and social needs aroused by sexism-based 
mental pressures that the society has imposed on women and therefore lead them to seek for 
entrepreneurship, creating jobs and self-employment in order to achieve their own position in 
capitalist systems (González-González et al., 2011).  
 
2.1 Attitude of the society toward creating enterprises by women 
 
In recent years, changes in economic context of women’s employment have shown that operation and 
management rates in enterprises created by women would not be progressed if industrial activities do 
not reach an optimal growth and advancement (Karp & Banducci, 2008). Achieving economic, social 
and cultural balances in a country is possible by eliminating unemployment and increasing 
employment rate particularly through spreading women’s employment and increasing their economic 
participation in creating developing SME; so in that way, it will improve family subsistence pattern 
and relationships among family members, children’s education and growth as well as development of 
women themselves (Madanipour, 2006). In today’s world, we need empowering women in two ways: 
employment regulations and enterprises. The first one can result in women’s innate empowerment by 
companies using employment regulations to employ women and the latter results in women acquired 
empowerment by women creating enterprises or female entrepreneurs (Ezzati et al. 2009). When a 
society does not well adapt its cultural infrastructures to its socio-cultural requirements, it may face with 
problems in its way to serious and structural movements. In this regard, we must take action to modify 
unoriginal attitudes towards women’s participation in economy. According to the author of this paper, 
current attitudes of the society toward women’s employment and their way of directorship in SME in 
different fields such as productive, service and exploitative sections can be enumerated as follows 
(González-González et al., 2011): 
 
1- Positive and Logical Attitude: In this category, people believe that for achieving development and 
growth in a country, women’s abilities and intelligences should be properly applied in all available areas 
including in economic aspects of employment. In this regard, it is not only essential to make necessary 
changes in society or in public attitudes and to contrive for establishment of different enterprises by 
women, but also it is needed to make women aware of personal and family rights as well as of social and 
occupational rights concerning their social, cultural, political and economical activities.       
 
2- Historical and Traditional Attitude: In this category, there is a negative attitude toward women’s 
employment and their independence in entrepreneurship in society. People in this category believe 
that women should be only responsible for housework and for raising children and should not enter 
political and economic arenas. In this point of view, woman is a housewife and man is the one who is 
responsible for economic support of the family; and they explain this attitude as they are observing 
moralities and protecting the security of women in society. 
 
3- Neutral and Conditional Attitudes: In this category, people believe that women’s participation in 
society is reasonable if does not affect their main responsibilities. When there is a disturbance in 
women responsibilities, this attitude turns to a negative one; otherwise, it remains positive. 
 

2.2. Position of Women’s Employment in Iran 
 
It can be claimed that women’s entry into Iran industry and business occurred about one century after 
vast participations of Western women in their societies; because technology introduction to Iran 
lengthened until that time. It should be noted that men constantly remain in business from when they 
enter into business until their retirement, and life changes do not disturb this continuous participation; 
while women have discontinuous and interrupted participation where its pattern changes by life 
conditions such as marital status, number of children, etc. In addition, acceptance of inequalities 
between men and women in their physical and intellectual abilities has caused limitation of women’s 
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employment in lots of occupations. Women’s social knowledge and their role in economic activities 
are growing.  In December 2006, women economic community has been officially established under 
the title “Business Women Council” in Tehran Chamber of Commerce aimed at developing women’s 
position in international business activities, information exchange and bilateral cooperation between 
businesswomen of Islamic countries. According to international organizations and World Economic 
Forum reports, Iranian women’s participation rate as labor force was 42% in 2008. Now, Iranian 
women need some patterns to help them find the proper ways of employment in society. To achieve 
such patterns, dominant culture of the society and real position of women in their family must be 
taken into consideration. Based on the last statistics reported by Statistical Center of Iran in 2006, 
87.7% of Iranian employed women are highly educated and 27.3% of them are not educated. In 
addition, 36.6% of employed women are graduated from universities and 12.9% of employed men are 
highly educated (Mirghafouri, 2009; p.2). 
 

2.3 Theoretical Paradigm of the Research 
 
Barriers against women’s employment in enterprises are unfair attitudes and beliefs of some people. 
There are different elements in a society such as specific economic, social, legal and cultural factors 
that restrict the development of women’s participation in economic activities. Studies showed that the 
factors affecting women’s participation in economic activities have been considered in three areas: 
individual, organizational and environmental areas. According to Lerner et al. (2000), factors 
positively affecting women’s entrepreneurship are fully explained. Regarding existing attitudes 
towards women’s employment and barriers or problems against it, as well as concerning women’s 
behavioral approach toward factors, which are very similar to the factors affecting their employment 
in SME. The present study investigates factors affecting women’s employment in SMEs according to 
Lerner's model in which individual experiences and environmental factors affecting development of 
women’s employment has been taken into consideration. Actually, the purpose of this study is to 
investigate factors affecting women’s employment in SMEs located in the city of Tehran. These 
factors are as follows: 
 

 Individual factors: These factors are studied based on three characteristics: personality, 
motivation and goals. The type of women’s personality is one of the important factors 
affecting their employment; in addition, their motivation range and their goals, which are 
stemming from personality affect their employment (Marian, 2011). 

 Organizational factors: Effect of organizational factors on women’s employment is more 
obvious due to women’s less participation in economic enterprises and particularly in creating 
managerial jobs. Some studies showed that women generally create an emotional space in 
their work environment. This approach causes employees feel intimacy in their work 
environment while being serious about their jobs (Peeters & Ateljevic, 2008). Women treat 
their employees in a maternal or sisterly manner. This behavior acts as an intermediary, which 
strengthens intra-organizational relationships. These factors include empowering women in 
SMEs, supporting women’s entrepreneurship organizations, encouraging women’s 
innovations and organizational limitations. 

 Environmental factors: These factors are studied in 4 categories: 
• Economic factors: Financial independence and type of women’s employment are 

considered as economic factors. Some of the important motivating factors affecting 
women’s employment include achieving independent revenue, reaching a future of 
provision and applying an economic position in the society (Bige Askun, 2011; p.665). 

• Social factors: This category is studied by dividing into two parts: contribution pattern of 
successful female entrepreneurs in the society and disparities of women’s role within the 
family and the society. Family limitations against women’s employment and their 
economic activities are generally imposed by their close family members or their husband. 
In addition, by raising children particularly when they are in early ages and having 
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occupational matters, women face with serious problems. Female entrepreneurs often 
solve and decrease family problems with manners such as being tolerate, talking with their 
family, creating a team with their husband and showing their abilities by their career 
achievements (Heilman & Chen, 2003).   

• Cultural factors: These factors include social norms, regulations, traditions, customs and 
attitudes toward women’s employment and entrepreneurship. Factors that are appeared as 
barriers against women’s employment cannot be defeated only by personal efforts and it is 
required some value-adding modifications and changes in environment. In other words, 
culture-building is essential to remove these factors. Having negative attitude toward 
social roles of women, specifying a limited definition for women and limit them to do 
activities such as housework and raising children are basic reasons resulted in conflictions, 
oppositions and barriers against women’s social presence. 

• Political factors: These factors include government laws regarding women and 
establishing SMEs (Brush & Hisrich, 2000). 
 

Women Employment 
 

Individual factors Organizational factors Environmental factors 

Need for achievement Empowering women Economic factors 

Risk taking Organizational Support Social Factors 

Ambiguity tolerance Encouraging innovation of management Cultural Factors 

Need for independence Organizational limitations Political Factors 

Self-confidence 
 

Fig. 1. Based on Lerner, Hisrich & Brush Model (2000) 
 

3. Research Methodology 
 
This paper is an applied research in which we used documentary and filed method of data collection. 
Also, library research method was used for the theoretical fundamentals; also, the data collection was 
performed by questionnaires. By formula of sample volume determination, the size of statistical 
population was decided to be 384 people who were randomly selected among women living in the 
city of Tehran. Validity of the questionnaire was evaluated by comments of some professors, 
academic experts working at entrepreneurship areas and highly educated managers of active SMEs in 
productive and service industries. According to the suggestions, our questionnaire was edited and 
revised. Reliability of the questionnaire was evaluated by SPSS software and its Cronbach’s 
coefficient alpha was 0.89 (Table 1).  
 
Table 1  
Cronbach’s Coefficient Alpha for Measuring the Questionnaire’s Reliability 

Index Cronbach’s Coefficient Alpha Number of Items 
Questionnaire 0.89 24 

 
3.1 Data Analysis 
 
Statistical information and data of this research was collected from 384 women living in Tehran of 
which 69.7% were employed. In our statistical population 8.3% had high school diploma, 36.6% had 
associates degree, 40% had bachelors’ degree, 11.7% had master’s degree and 3.3% had PhD. The 
age spectrums of the sample population include 25 to 35 years (26.7%), 35 to 45 years (38.3%), 45 to 
55 years (25%) and over 55 years (10%). Results and analyses of the hypothesis testing are outlined 
in the following table: 
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Table 2 
Summary of Hypotheses Testing of the Research (Critical Value = 1.96 

Hypothes Dependent Variable Independent Variable Test Statistic Sig Test Result
First Economic Factors  

       
     

Women’s  
Employment in SME

13.035 0.000 Confirmed
Second Social Factors 2.373 0.014 Confirmed  
Third Cultural Factors 2.001 0.001 Confirmed 
Forth Political Factors 3.151 0.003 Confirmed 
Fifth Risk Taking 0.200 0.515 Rejected 
Sixth Need for Achievement 8.015 0.000 Confirmed 

Seventh Ambiguity Tolerance 3.114 0.000 Confirmed 
Eighth Need for Independence 7.035 0.000 Confirmed 
Ninth Self-Confidence 2.731 0.000 Confirmed 
Tenth Empowerment 2.499 0.000 Confirmed 

Eleventh Organizational Support 3.014 0.000 Confirmed 
Twelfth Encouragement to Innovation 3.24 0.000 Confirmed 

Thirteenth Organizational Limitations 6.888-  1.205 Rejected 
 
As it is shown in Table 2, result of the hypotheses testing performed by regression analysis was 
significant in level of 0.05. In other words, null hypothesis was rejected and the hypotheses were 
confirmed by 95% certainty or it can be claimed that the null hypothesis was rejected by 95% certainty. 
After hypothesis testing, prioritizing of factors affecting women’s employment in SMEs was performed 
by Friedman test as follows: 

Table 3  
Results of the Friedman Test 

Factor Economic Factors Need for Achievement Need for Independence Encouragement to 
Innovation 

Mean 41.3 21.6 15.06 6.77 
Factor Political Factors Social Factors Cultural Factors Ambiguity Tolerance 
Mean 6.77 5.78 4.14 3.00 
Factor Self-Confidence Empowerment Organizational Support  
Mean 2.88 2.63 1.96  

 
4. Discussion and Conclusion 
 
Today, all specialists and policy makers come to an agreement on the fact that the most important 
economic challenge in Iran fourth socio-economic development plan is employment and 
unemployment discussion. Here, the important point is how to deal with this phenomenon and how to 
determine and apply the dealing strategies in order to get our country’s economic capacities active. 
Meanwhile, it is important to take advantage of women’s capacities (which are one half of Iran 
population) in establishment, management and employment at SMEs. After different considerations 
in this study, we concluded that among the above mentioned factors, environmental factors, 
individual factors and finally organizational factors respectively affecting women’s employment in 
SMEs.  Economic factors of the society which are subcategories of environmental factors, mostly 
affect women’s employment in such enterprises because economic structure of the society and the 
enterprises that seek for women’s employment have the most effects on this matter. This finding is 
compatible with that of studies carried out by Zhang et al. (2009), Langowits et al. (2007), Pedersen 
(2005) and Godwyn (2009). These researchers also concluded that economic issues of the society 
affect women’s employment and entrepreneurship in a way that if economic conditions of a country 
cannot cover women’s employment in society, about 75% of resources will be spent for women’s job 
abolishment and this is not out of mind.  Regarding the attitude of the present research statistical 
population, we concluded that risk taking rate does not affect creating SMEs but requirement of 
independence and self-confidence do affect women’s employment in such enterprises. This 
conclusion confirms results of the research performed by Durand (2008). In a long-term study about 
women’s employment and entrepreneurship, Durand has concluded that risk raking rate have no 
relation with women’s tendency to create SMEs, but their desire for independence and self-
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confidence greatly affect their entrepreneurship. In addition, for organizational factors, organizational 
limitations have had negative effects, in that the more are the organizational limitations, the less are 
women’s employments in the organization. This conclusion is compatible with results of the research 
performed by Henry (2003). Factors of encouraging the organization greatly affect women’s 
employment, but organizational support has little effect on it. Finally, regarding the confirmed and 
rejected hypotheses, this study should make some suggestions to strengthen the positive factors 
affecting women’s employment and also to lessen the negative effects of the other factors.   
 

Suggestions 
 

Since women provide a considerable labor force of the society, their entrepreneurial performance 
help economic development of the society in issues including growth of production or sales services, 
capital increase, employees’ welfare, competitiveness and exports in not so heavy scale which is 
suitable for SME’s main approaches. Now, our suggestion is to mention this fact that a society 
willing to a comprehensive development should provide the environment for growth and talent 
actualization for all of its members including employed women. Total results of this study shows that 
in order to develop women’s economic activities and encourage them to accept employment in SMEs, 
we have to inform all members of the society to believe women’s abilities.   
 
In this research, effect of cultural factors on women’s employment was also taken into consideration. 
The fact that we must change social norms, regulations, traditions, customs and social attitudes 
toward women’s employment in SMEs, is a time-consuming but effective process. Therefore, we 
suggest different organizations such as public institutions (including National Youth Organization) or 
religious institutions (including religious authorities ‘offices) and etc. to accept and justify social 
employment norms to ensure lack of decreasing effectiveness on women’s matrimonial 
responsibilities and on their Islamic veil in other hand. Political factors are the other elements 
affecting women’s employment in SMEs. According to the results of Freidman test, while observing 
Islamic regulations, women recently have had considerable achievements in Asian and worldwide 
sports as well as in obtaining ministry and chancellery chairs. This fact can be considered as a proper 
pattern for facilitating legislation toward women’s employment in SMEs. It should be noted that the 
role of government and parliament in representing and enacting such laws should be seriously 
considered. According to the results of this research, technological factors had little effects on 
women’s employment, hence a study on towns and suburbs of the city of Tehran in which technology 
development rate is slow, is recommended as an applied research. Regarding these results, it should 
be approved that lack of modern technologies cannot be a reasonable cause for women’s 
unemployment living in suburbs of Tehran (with regard to the development of Knowledge Based 
Organizations in these regions). Based on these results, two factors including requirement of 
independence and self-confidence among individual factors affecting women’s employment in SMEs 
can be taken into consideration. In this study, we found that changes in women’s individual roles in 
the society are rapidly developing. Today, accepting social roles and employment which are 
physically and emotionally proper for them, women have been freed of dependence to their father and 
husband; based on statistics, this rate is increasingly growing. In this regard, our recommendations 
are facilitating women’s participations in different training courses offered by entrepreneurship 
centers in universities and in organizations such as Municipalities of Tehran and of other cities of 
Iran; training new skills such as how to increase creativity and establishing SMEs; improving 
entrepreneurial morale and not merely being employee centric; participating in sport activities; 
establishing charity institutes and etc. These activities can increase women’s independence and self-
confidence. And finally, the last finding of the this research is that encouraging women’s innovation 
and creativity by managers from different organizational levels may be one of the organizational 
factors clearly affecting women’s employment in SMEs. Hence, findings of this research can be 
considered as fundamental recommendations that have been used to reach its objectives. 
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