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[bookmark: _Toc235973705]Part I- Introduction

This paper critically examines studies on women's leadership in small and medium-sized businesses (SMEs), with an emphasis on gender-related challenges, business performance, and innovation capabilities. It summarizes the results of current systematic reviews and empirical investigations, challenges the ontological, axiological, and epistemological presumptions that guide this study, and assesses methodological issues related to validity, reliability, and bias. The study also looks at ethical issues in social research with female SME leaders, emphasizing the importance of critical thinking, fair, and contextually appropriate methodologies. 

The increase of women in leadership is among the most significant and long-lasting developments in social and economic history (Khushk et al., 2022). The number of women running and owning Small and medium-sized businesses (SMEs) has grown dramatically in recent decades, making female entrepreneurs a vital part of both domestic and global economies. Women are still underrepresented in leadership positions, despite an increase over the past few decades (Bramucci et al., 2025). The purpose of this report is to critically analyse recent research on women's leadership in SMEs and assess the research techniques, philosophical perspectives, and ethical considerations employed in these studies. 

[bookmark: _Toc235973706]1. Background 

Women's leadership in SMEs has attracted a lot of research of its implications for gender equality, economic growth, and innovation. Many economies depend significantly on SMEs, and it is growing more widely acknowledged that inclusive development requires women to hold leadership positions. Research on women's leadership, however, has generally been fragmented and frequently concentrates on obstacles rather than leadership methods or outcomes. 

Small and medium-sized businesses (SMEs) are essential to entrepreneurship, innovation, employment creation, and economic growth worldwide. In 2023, there were an expected 358 million SMEs in the world. By 2025, there were over 5.68 million SMEs in the UK alone, and 27% of them recorded growth in the preceding 12 months  (Statista, 2025). In recent decades, the number of women managing and owning SMEs has increased significantly, making female entrepreneurs an essential component of both local and global economies. SMEs helps to generate employment, introduce innovative goods and services and promote regional economic growth. 
 
Despite this progress, women are still underrepresented in leadership positions within SMEs compared to men (Bramucci et al., 2025). Although women's participation in the labour has increased to 41.2% worldwide in 2024, their presence in the workforce is still lower than men's in almost every industry and economy. Women account for 42% of the global workforce and 31.7% of senior leaders (WorldEconomicForum, 2025).  Although women make up to 42% of public employees, they tend to cluster in a small number of industries, such as education and health services, even though then, they typically hold lower-level posts. Women only make up 25% of C-suite being close to holding nearly half of entry-level employment. Women's hiring into leadership began to decline, from 37.5% to 36.9% in 2023, and continued to decline to 36.4% in early 2024, below 2021 levels, despite being viewed in previous editions as a positive trend (WorldEconomicForum, 2024). 

According to Global Entrepreneurship Monitor Report (2025) in 2024, one in ten women and one in eight males started new companies. In 18 out of 51 nations, women were on level with males or more among entrepreneurs introducing new innovations to the market. Out of the 47 nations that took part in the 2023 and 2024 surveys, 19 had higher rates of women starting their own businesses (GlobalEntrepreneurshipMonitor, 2025). Most notably, Jordan and Morocco had the highest rates, which had doubled than last time.  

According to various research such as: (Giacomin et al., 2022; Khushk et al., 2022; Chen et al., 2025), women entrepreneurs and business leaders frequently encounter obstacles such as restricted professional networks, limited access to financial resources, gender stereotypes, and issues balancing work and family obligations. These obstacles may have an impact on leadership prospects and business expansion. Academic studies on how female leaders impact organizational performance, creativity, employee engagement, and strategic decision-making have been prompted by the increased interest in women's leadership in SMEs.

From a policy perspective, governments and international organisations are becoming more aware of the economic advantages of supporting women-led SMEs. The initiatives to increase women's engagement in entrepreneurship and corporate leadership aim to reduce gender inequalities by expanding access to financing, networking opportunities, mentoring, and leadership development programs. 

Even if larger companies and international corporations are the primary contributors of Global Value Chains (GVCs), smaller businesses can participate in and benefit from GVCs in several ways (OECD, 2024).  Instead of having to become experts in every process needed to generate final items, SMEs can specialize in particular production areas. Additionally, they frequently could differentiate and customize products, giving them more flexibility than larger companies and allowing them to adjust quickly to changing marketplace dynamics and shorter product life cycles. For example, modular production and quick product customization being adopted by Indonesian food and beverage SMEs. According to Harini et al. (2023), rather than overseeing the complete value chain, many women-led SMEs in Indonesia's culinary industry focus on manufacturing stages, such as spice mixing, packaging, or digital marketing. Their specialization enables them to reduce operational difficulty while maintaining excellent quality.

Therefore, women's leadership in SMEs has developed significantly in last 5 years, with systematic reviews and in how women lead, how leadership influences SME success and innovation, and how gendered frameworks impact leadership experiences. This report examines the theoretical and methodological underpinnings of the area, critically analyses these developments, and identifies gaps and potential future directions.
  
[bookmark: _Toc235973707]2. Personal entrepreneur experience

As a female entrepreneur running a small and medium-sized business (SME) in Nepal, I work in an environment where entrepreneurship is becoming more widely acknowledged as a driver for social development, economic growth, and employment creation. However, women entrepreneurs in developing countries frequently face structural and sociocultural obstacles that affect the entrepreneurial experiences and business outcome (Harini et al., 2023). Such barriers include social expectations about women's roles and responsibilities, gender-based stereotypes, restricted participation in business networks, and limited access to financial capital.

My entrepreneurial career very special because I am a first-generation entrepreneur without a family background in business. Human Capital Theory states that an individual's education, experience, knowledge, and skills all have an impact on their success as an entrepreneur. I depended on ongoing education, firsthand experience, and skill development to launch and expand my business since I lacked hereditary business expertise and well-established commercial networks.  This process required developing the administrative and entrepreneurial abilities essential for business sustainability and expansion.

Entrepreneurs gain advantages from connections and networks and provide access to opportunities, resources, and information. As a woman entrepreneur in Nepal creating professional networks and getting access to powerful business circles were major obstacles. However, I created the social capital required to support company growth and market expansion through strategic relationship-building and active participation with consumers.

My experience further demonstrated the fundamental principles of feminist entrepreneurship theory, which argues that gendered social structures and organizational environments shape women's entrepreneurial experiences rather than just personal abilities. In addition to being business-related, the obstacles I faced were also impacted by social norms and expectations regarding women's involvement in the economy and leadership positions. overcome these limitations required flexibility, resilience, and the capacity to get beyond formal and informal institutional barriers.

This background offers an effective starting point and my interest for investigating the sustainability of businesses with women leadership in SMEs. Additionally, it provides a chance to investigate how individual entrepreneurial skills combine with institutional, social, and cultural elements to impact business success among women entrepreneurs.

[bookmark: _Toc235973708]3. Purpose of the study 

The purpose of this report is to critically examine and assess recent studies on women's leadership in small and medium-sized businesses (SMEs). Women have taken on more leadership positions in SMEs during the last ten years, advancing economic development, corporate expansion, and innovation (OECD, 2025). Despite this progress, there are still several obstacles that women leaders must overcome, such as barriers to career opportunities, limited access to finance, and gender stereotypes. Therefore, women's leadership in SMEs has grown importance as a field of study in business and management studies. 
 
This report highlights the impact of women's leadership on organizational performance, innovation, gender barriers and sustainable growth in SMEs. It specially focused on the leadership skills, entrepreneurial talents, and strategic decision-making roles of women leaders in managing increasingly complicated business situations. The study intends to provide insightful information about the opportunities and challenges experienced by women in SME leadership roles by analysing these elements. It is expected that these results will contribute to understanding of how women's leadership can improve competitiveness, enhance organizational resilience, and promote long-term success in a dynamic world.

[bookmark: _Toc235973709]Part II- Methodology

In order to accomplish my report objectives, I reviewed the literature on female leadership in a systematic manner and incorporated the findings into the report. The literature sample was obtained from the UWTSD Library's core collection, which has a sizable database of academic literature. It focuses on reputable journals and provides advanced filtering choices. To enhance the search procedure with another database, I also look in other prestigious publications and article pages like Science Direct, Scopus, Emerald, JSTOR, and ProQuest. Data and results from other official websites like (GlobalEntrepreneurshipMonitor, 2025) and (WorldEconomicForum, 2025) also plays significant importance in my report. Incorporating multiple databases may produce more effective results. 

At first, on May 29, 2026, a title search using the phrases "female leader" OR "women entrepreneur" was carried out. A title search made sure that the search results only contained articles that were principally concerned with my research topic. Similarly, advance search was conducted for research papers that are algorithmically produced using the sample's reference lists.

Then in second step, I restricted the results of my search to newly published articles from 2022 to 2026.  65 articles were found in this first search. I restrict my sample to only empirical papers because of the immense number of publications. Additionally, I only included English-language publications in my sample. The sample size was then lowered to 63 publications. Then I added SMEs in another line in advanced search option which brought down the number of articles to just 13 which was very few numbers of articles for the report. Thus, I again removed the new line with SMEs and decided to carry my report with those 63 articles. 

In my third step, to assess the thematic and methodological match, I then went through each article's title and abstract. after closer inspection, I then eliminated papers that were either nonempirical or unrelated to the subject of female leadership and SMEs. In this stage, the sample size was further decreased to 24 articles.

As my fourth stage, I adopted the snowball method, which is frequently utilized in reviewing articles. To include more papers that were thematically relevant to my evaluation, I used this strategy to look at the reference sections of the articles found in Step 3. Consequently, my final sample size grew by 23 papers, resulting in a total literature sample of 47 publications.

In the final and fifth phase, I coded the articles based on multiple factors. I coded the main theoretical perspective of the article when explicitly stated. Articles that used theories that weren't unique to the gender literature, including social cognitive theory, were classified as "not specific to the gender literature." Part III of the paper offers more information on dominant theories and paradigms. In addition, I classified the country and area in which the data were gathered, classifying articles that collected data in more than one nation as "multiple." Additionally, I identified whether the study design collected data using a mixed, quantitative, or qualitative approach. I subsequently coded for the criterion perspective on female leadership: if it emphasized on the opportunities, challenges, and abilities of leadership that I discussed in Part III of the study. Similarly, I also assigned articles that discussed more indirect connections with the emerging perspective of female leadership.


[bookmark: _Toc235973710]Part III- Findings and Discussions

“Leadership is the ability to step outside the culture that created the leader and to start evolutionary change processes that are more adaptive.”  (Schein ,1992, p.2). According to this definition, good leaders critically analyze accepted beliefs, norms, and values in addition to managing current organizational systems. Schein further argues that the capacity to identify the inadequacies of an organization's current culture and lead it toward adaptive cultural transformation is the essence of leadership. Therefore, leadership involves creating flexibility, promoting learning, and establishing the conditions necessary for companies to effectively adapt to changing conditions. According to this perspective, organizational change and leadership are closely related since leaders have an impact on how organizational culture develops and changes.

For far too long, the needs, qualities, and accomplishments of self-made women and women entrepreneurs were ignored and neglected (Nurlatifah et al., 2025). Fortunately, some pioneers have crossed these boundaries and lifted female entrepreneurship from obscurity. Researchers like Dorothy Perrin Moore, Robert D. Hisrich, E. Holly Buttner, Candida G. Brush, and others began studying female entrepreneurship, which made significantly contribution in this field (Loza, 2011) .

Numerous studies such as (Brush et al., 2019; Henry et al. , 2021; Giacomin et al., 2022; Chen et al., 2025) have examined the relationship between women and leadership. Growing empirical evidence shows that increasing the number of women in leadership roles has advantages beyond increasing gender equality in the workplace. According to Eagly and Revelle (2022), discussions regarding the psychological similarities and differences between men and women emerge from the way researchers arrange their data. They demonstrate that while individual psychological traits usually show minor gender differences, gender differences become significantly larger when several related traits are combined into broader constructs, such as overall masculinity, femininity, personality profiles, cognitive styles, or vocational interests. This happens because aggregation improves validity and reliability, enhancing the visibility of gender-linked patterns.  They concluded that understanding gender necessitates acknowledging both perspectives, which has significant implications for how gender is viewed when related to diversity, leadership, and societal perception. The article claims that gender differences and similarities are different ways of organizing and interpreting the same psychological facts rather than conflicting discoveries.

[bookmark: _Toc235973711]1. Perception of Female Leadership

Female leaders frequently need to exhibit counter-stereotypical qualities such as power, assertiveness to be acknowledged as leaders.  According to research conducted by Giacomin et al., (2022) even when women have leadership qualities, biases in leadership perception may prevent their advancement. Stereotypes about leadership make male leadership seem more "natural," which promotes gender disparity (Nurlatifah et al., 2025). Women in SMEs, particularly in industries where males predominate, may encounter biased views of leadership legitimacy since people's mental representations of leaders are moulded by gender stereotypes. SMEs must implement bias-free procedures to guarantee fair assessment and promotion.

[bookmark: _Toc235973712]2. Women Leadership in SMEs and Business Performance

According to a systematic review that was published in the Review of Managerial Science by Hussain et al. (2024), there is generally a favourable correlation between female directors and business success. The review indicated inconsistent but usually positive relationships, depending on organizational structure and governance frameworks. This positive relationship is often credited by viewpoints, experiences, and methods of decision-making that women bring to board discussions, which can improve corporate innovation, risk management, and strategic supervision. However, the effectiveness of female board representations is influence by contextual factors like as organizational structure, industry characteristics, ownership trends, and corporate governance systems. For instance, companies with open organizational cultures and robust governance frameworks may be better able to take advantage of the benefits of board diversity than companies with more conventional or hierarchical organizational structures. Thus, according to the review by Hussain et al. (2024), having women on corporate boards can increase strategic management, governance effectiveness, and decision-making, which will boost company performance. 

Inclusive institutional support such as credit access, training, networks lead to performance improvements (Sam-Sorungbe et al., 2025). Crucially, many performance-focused studies continue to adopt quantitative, positivist designs that treat gender as an independent variable and use financial metrics (ROA, sales growth, survival rates). This limits the explanatory potential of "gender–performance" connections by under-theorizing how gendered power dynamics impact access to opportunities and resources.


[bookmark: _Toc235973713]3. Innovation capability and digital transformation in women-led SMEs

Women's leadership in SMEs is increasingly linked to creativity in recent research such as (Brush et al. , 2019; Henry et al. , 2021; Sam-Sorungbe et al., 2025), especially in the areas of digitalization, social innovation, and community-based businesses. Research conducted in both developed and emerging economies demonstrates that female leaders promote innovation in products and processes through flexible work schedules, informal networks, and digital platforms (e.g., e-commerce, social media marketing), frequently in resource-constrained environments (Sorgente and Talamini , 2023;UNCTAD, 2024). Research shows that female leadership in SMEs has a favourable impact on organizational resilience and adaptive performance. Innovation culture serves as a facilitator between competitive advantage and adaptable leadership styles (Bullough et al. , 2021). Women-led SMEs often take part in socially focused innovation that reflects values-based leadership and relational approaches, such as community services, inclusive employment practices, and sustainability efforts (Khushk et al., 2022). 

In terms of epistemology, studies on innovation typically take a functionalist approach and performance-oriented approach, viewing innovation as a measurable outcome rather than a socially rooted process. This raises the risk of hiding the ways in which gendered norms and institutional gaps influence and occasionally resist women's creative processes.

E-commerce platforms, AI-driven customer analytics, and remote collaboration rooms are examples of digital solutions that enable female-led SMEs to get over physical market barriers and traditional gendered networks (Sorgente and Talamini , 2023; Sam-Sorungbe et al., 2025; UNCTAD, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc235973714]4. Gender barriers and Structural constraints in Women-led SMEs

Limited formal credit histories, discriminatory financing policies, and collateral restrictions are all challenges faced by female entrepreneurs (Sam-Sorungbe et al., 2025). Women's decisions are influenced by cultural norms regarding caregiving, modesty, and risk avoidance, which also limit their ambitions to advance (Eagly and Karau 2002; Khushk et al., 2022). Women-led SMEs are especially affected by weak regulatory frameworks, unregulated markets, and corruption because they often lack political and network capital . Women generally rely on unofficial, frequently gender-segregated networks instead than established business networks and elite associations (Khushk et al., 2022).

The same review by Sam-Sorungbe et al. (2025) highlights the "bridges" that women build to overcome gender barriers through: microfinance and unofficial loan sources, digital channels for accessing markets, women-owned organizations and associations and agency and psychological resiliency.

[bookmark: _Toc235973715]5. Three-dimensional view to women’s leadership

Examining leadership qualities alone is insufficient to properly manage SMEs. Instead, it requires considering the opportunities for leadership development, challenges to women's progress, and the outcomes of women's leadership practices. This part of the report provides a framework which offers a thorough understanding of how female executives negotiate difficult corporate environments and support the sustainability and success of SMEs.

[bookmark: _Toc235973716]5.1 Opportunities for Women’s leadership

Recent research has shown that, in addition to enduring challenges, the growth of women's leadership in SMEs has brought significant opportunities to increase their impact, improve company performance, and promote innovation. Changes in digitalization, entrepreneurial ecosystems, regulatory actions, and changing sociocultural expectations about leadership all contribute to these opportunities.

1. The Impact of Digitalization on Women's Leadership

Women-led SMEs now have several opportunities to overcome long-standing barriers to market access, mobility, and isolation from male-dominated networks because to digital transformation (Sorgente and Talamini , 2023). Without the need for physical mobility or gendered gatekeepers, e-commerce platforms allow female entrepreneurs to access both domestic and international markets (Akpan et al., 2022).

Women leaders may develop innovative company ideas, consumer involvement, and brand recognition through social media marketing (Nair and Saqib, 2022; Nurlatifah et al., 2025). AI-driven analytics facilitate data-driven decision-making, enhancing capacity for innovation and competitiveness (Akpan et al., 2022; UNCTAD, 2025).



2. Growth of Women leadership networks 

Women-only business networks are becoming a significant source of opportunities for strategic cooperation, resource access, and leadership development. Some of the important channels of opportunity are availability of peer education, leadership development, and mentorship, collaborative collaborations and organized referral systems and increased credibility and visibility in entrepreneurial environments (Nurlatifah et al., 2025). Women leaders can create alternative forms of capital—relational, symbolic, and cognitive (Brush et al. , 2019), in women-focused networks as a counter-institutional sector to make up reasons for their exclusion from conventional male-dominated networks (Sorgente and Talamini , 2023).

3. Institutional and Policy Support for Women in Leadership

The economic significance of women-led SMEs is becoming more widely acknowledged by governments, development organizations, and corporate entities, which prompts focused policy measures. Some of the important routes for opportunities are leadership development initiatives, gender-neutral policy for SMEs (Nurlatifah et al., 2025), initiatives for financing access and encouragement of adaptable work and caring schedules (UNWOMEN, 2026). The entrepreneurial environment is reshaped by institutional opportunities created by policy actions, allowing women leaders to take advantage of official support systems that were previously unavailable or biased (Sam-Sorungbe et al., 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc235973717] 5.2 Challenges of Women’s leadership

Women's entrepreneurship has genuinely become a global phenomenon with continuous yearly growth.  However, numerous studies and publications have also consistently shown that women are still underrepresented in the entrepreneurship field when compared to men. Lack of access to funding, social restraints, and unequal caregiving responsibilities are just a few of the major obstacles that women still encounter when trying to grow their enterprises. Few such challenges faced by women entrepreneur are discussed below.

1. Barriers of Family
According to Global Entrepreneurship Monitor Report (2025) the most common reasons given by women for discontinuing their businesses were not being profitable (29.4%), family or personal reasons (21.0%), and difficulties obtaining financing (16.2%). On the other hand, the top three explanations for men were: businesses are not profitable (30.3%), have another opportunity, such as a job, retirement, or education (17.1%) and have trouble obtaining financing (16.1%). For men, family or personal reasons came in fourth at (14.3%). This indicates that women were 47% more likely than males to close the company for personal or family reasons, highlighting the continued difficulty many women have balancing entrepreneurship with caregiving and home duties (GlobalEntrepreneurshipMonitor, 2025). This pattern suggests that for men, entrepreneurship is more often a voluntary choice among several viable options, rather than the only option.

2. Barriers of investment
Investment is another obstacle faced by women entrepreneur. According to Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (2025) men received two-thirds of informal investments in the year 2024, indicating that women are still underrepresented as both investors and investment recipients. The results also shows that likelihood of women investing in other women was 2.5 times higher than that of men. According to data shown by OECD, (2025) businesses owned or run by women receive approximately 2% of all venture capital investments, and female entrepreneurs are almost half as likely as male entrepreneurs to report having borrowed money from a bank to start and operate a business. The reasons behind the difference in entrepreneurial financing between men and women includes unconscious bias, such as stereotyping women in lending and investment processes, and a lack of alignment of financial goods and services with the needs of women-owned entrepreneurship firms (Nurlatifah et al., 2025).

3. Barriers by society
Despite an overall increase in women's entrepreneurial activity, women are more likely to run smaller companies in highly competitive, low-margin marketplaces and in particular industries (GlobalEntrepreneurshipMonitor, 2025). We can have it as optimistic view that more women are in leadership positions at export-focused, high-growth enterprises. For instance: (Sam-Sorungbe et al., 2025) According to a real-life scenario reported in research, family and community members prohibited women operating retail and service SMEs in Bangladesh and Nigeria from meeting investors or attending trade exhibits because they thought these activities were "inappropriate" for women. Consequently, these women's autonomy and entrepreneurial identities were diminished as they were forced to rely on male relatives to represent their firms.

[bookmark: _Toc235973718]5.3 Capabilities for Women Leadership

A set of leadership skills that are closely linked to organizational resilience, creativity, and adaptive performance are highlighted by recent study on women's leadership in SMEs. These skills come from leadership development, contextual experiences, and calculated reactions to institutional limitations rather than being inherent gender traits (UJTransformation, 2006). 

1. Collaborative and Relational Leadership Capabilities

Women executives in SMEs prioritize strong interpersonal skills and prioritize cooperation, establishing trust, and communicating with stakeholders. These skills promote community-based innovation, employee motivation, and teamwork (Brush et al. , 2019; Henry et al. , 2021).

Some of the essential capabilities required for successful collaborative and relational women leaders are developing connections based on trust, working together to make rational decisions, team leadership motivated by empathy, participation of stakeholders and community collaboration (Stroila et al., 2026). 

2. Resilient and Adaptive Leadership Capabilities

Women leaders frequently acquire great adaptive skills because of overcoming institutional gaps, resource limits, and gendered limitations (Bullough et al. , 2021). Organizational resilience and strategic agility are the results of these skills.

Some of the essential skills needed for resilience and adaptability by women leaders in SMEs are quick adaptation to changes in the environment, resilience when faced with limited resources, innovative solutions to problems and strategic adaptability (Khushk et al., 2022).

3. Leadership Capability in Digitalization and Innovation

Digitalization has increased opportunities for female leaders to demonstrate their capacity for innovative thinking (Khushk et al., 2022). These skills enable women-owned SMEs to successfully participate in digital markets by avoiding conventional networks.

Some of the fundamental skills required for digitalization and innovation in dynamic environment are using platforms and becoming proficient in digital literacy, taking the lead in digital transformation, making decisions based on data (AI analytics) and innovation in processes and products for efficiency and effectiveness in business (Sorgente and Talamini , 2023). Many women-owned SMEs in Indonesia, according to Bintang et al. (2026), use social media platforms, online marketplaces, and digital marketing tools to reach clients directly, avoiding the need to engage in traditional trade networks that frequently exclude women or bargain with male middlemen. For example, women who own small food and retail enterprises stated that they were able to grow their customers outside of their local communities by using Instagram, WhatsApp Business, and Tokopedia (Indonesian e-commerce platform) (Bintang et al., 2026).

The capabilities exhibited by women leaders in SMEs such as relational leadership, adaptive resilience, digital innovation competencies and strategic networking are becoming increasingly recognized as strategic assets in modern corporate environments. These skills help women-led SMEs overcome structural barriers, take advantage of new digital opportunities, and support innovation with a social perspective. Recent research emphasizes the development of these skills through contextual experience, institutional navigation, and leadership practice within changing SME ecosystems, rather than presenting them as gendered attributes.

[bookmark: _Toc235973719]6. Ethical Issues on research on Women leadership in SMEs

Several ethical issues are raised in the field of women leadership in SMEs. Some of them are as discussed below:

6.1. Representation and stereotyping: By blindly adopting gendered categories or insufficient representations, unintentionally, some research depicts female leaders as risk-averse, emotionally driven, or ideally suited for caring positions (Marlow and McAdam, 2013). Instead, then shedding light on women's true leadership behaviours, these simplistic classifications have the potential to bias results and strengthen social prejudices. In addition to avoiding fundamental assumptions, ethical research must make sure that women are portrayed as varied actors with a range of capacities.

6.2. Confidentiality and informed consent: While ethical approval and permission procedures are typically reported in qualitative investigations, women SME owners often share sensitive information like money, family obligations, gender discrimination, and workplace harassment during research. Ethical concerns arise when studies that do not specify how confidentiality is safeguarded, data is retained, or anonymity is secured, particularly in small communities where participants are easily identifiable.

6.3. Narrative exploitation: Sometimes, without providing participants with real advantages, women's experiences of challenges, resilience, and invention are utilized to further scholarly agendas, donor interests, or policy narratives. Ethical research must refrain from exploitative methods and make guarantee that women's experiences are not used for profit.
6.4. Sensitivity to Culture and Contextual Ethics  
Western leadership concepts must not be imposed on non-Western contexts by research undertaken in a variety of cultural contexts. There is a chance of ethical concerns when studies that evaluate women's leadership based on external standards rather than taking into account institutional limitations, gendered expectations, and local cultural logics.

These ethical issues involve more fundamental topics such as representation, authority, confidentiality and the obligation to provide value to ecosystems and participants. Therefore, ethical integrity requires methodical, feminist-informed approaches that minimize stereotyping, protect sensitive voices, and ensure that research benefits the marginalised communities.

[bookmark: _Toc235973720]7. Dominant theories 

Women are still underrepresented in positions in senior management, despite progress made in the area. Although leadership research has made progress in identifying gender dynamics, it still mainly depends on outdated frameworks of traditional leadership. This section of the paper will examine dominant leadership theories that have developed in women leadership. Among all the discussed theories below Feminist theory was most dominant theory and among all the articles collected for the report 72% used some part of Feminist theory in it.

[bookmark: _Toc235973721]7.1 Feminist theory

The most comprehensive modern perspective offers Feminist leadership theory, which claims that leadership research has traditionally depended on outdated, male-centric paradigms (Dean and Kawahara, 2025). According to Kark and Buengeler (2024), four waves of feminist thought provide the most insight into women's leadership. Women's leadership is viewed by first wave feminism as a fight for equal access within structures set by males. Second wave feminism challenges the standards of masculine leadership by highlighting the relational and transformative leadership qualities of women. The concept of intersectionality is introduced by third wave feminism, demonstrating how women's leadership experiences vary according to race, class, and identity. The focus of fourth wave feminism is on digital empowerment, where women's leadership and mobilization are reshaped by online platforms (Sorgente and Talamini , 2023). When taken as a whole, these waves describe the obstacles women encounter as well as the distinctive, collaborative leadership styles they offer to organizations.

Feminist leadership, according to Dean and Kawahara (2025), is about directing in a way that opposes unfair power systems and encourages equality, compassion, and teamwork. They contend that women's leadership has frequently been misinterpreted or underappreciated since traditional leadership models were constructed around male norms, unfair competition and hierarchy and control. Feminist leadership aligns strongly with women's leadership since they both emphasize cooperation, empowerment, justice, and challenging established power systems.

According to Chen et al. (2025) gendered barriers prevent women from leading in fair and successful ways. According to the study, female leadership theory continuously emphasizes the communication, empathy, teamwork, and long-term thinking skills of women. These attributes support the development of positive workplace cultures and enhance organizational success. The authors also describe how structural obstacles like gender stereotypes, restricted access to networks, and unequal opportunities for promotion impact women's leadership. This is consistent with feminist leadership theory, which contends that the structures surrounding women frequently limit their potential for leadership rather than their abilities.

[bookmark: _Toc235973722]7.2 Role congruity theory

According to Role Congruity Theory by, Eagly and Karau (2002), bias against female leaders results from perceived inconsistency between agentic leadership characteristics (assertive, domineering, decisive) and community gender norms (warm, caring, cooperative). According to this theory women are perceived as lacking agentic qualities, which makes them less capable of being leaders. This explains why women frequently encounter bias in leadership. The main thesis is that when an individual's group stereotype matches the requirements of the position they hold, people tend to view them more favourably. 

Traditionally, leadership has been associated with men; women are perceived as not being "fit" for such positions and often criticized for being both "too tough" (agentic) and "too soft" (communal) (Khushk et al., 2022). The foundation of Role Congruity Theory is Social Role Theory, which maintains that gender stereotypes result from the division of men and women into distinct social roles (Triana et al., 2024). Society face cognitive conflict when people play roles that defy these assumptions, which results in biasness.

Women might be viewed less favourably as leaders and future leaders which makes achieving and maintaining leadership positions more challenging for women. For instance: when there is a strong male stereotype associated with leadership roles (such as corporate executive or military command), bias increases. 
According to Role Congruity Theory, women leadership are subject to biased assessments since agentic entrepreneurial expectations clash with societal gender preconceptions (Eagly and Karau, 2002). This mismatch limits prospects for growth, legitimacy, and funding. However, female SME leaders frequently adjust by combining social and strategic behaviours (Sam-Sorungbe et al., 2025), bypassing gatekeepers with digital tools, and fostering innovation in settings with limited resources (Khushk et al., 2022; Dean and Kawahara, 2025). Role congruity theory is an effective lens for examining performance and innovation in women-led SMEs because these adaptations produce distinctive characteristics like social innovation, resilience, and values-based leadership (Eagly et al., 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc235973723]7.3 Institutional theory

According to Scott (2014), institutional theory is a paradigm that explains how normative, cultural-cognitive, and regulative institutions affect organizations. According to the institutional theory, organizations operate the way they do because they are influenced by the laws, norms of society and cultural beliefs. These external factors impact their tactics, leadership philosophies, and possibilities for success. Additionally, DiMaggio and Powell (1983) demonstrate how organizations respond to societal expectations to obtain legitimacy, which leads to similar trends across organizational domains.

Institutional theory outlines the way cultural beliefs about entrepreneurship, gendered social norms, and governmental regulations influence women-led SMEs. In addition to creating obstacles in the areas of financing, legitimacy, and market access (Bramucci et al., 2025), these institutional pressures force female leaders to embrace adaptive strategies that boost resilience and performance, such as digitalization, relational leadership, and social innovation (Nurlatifah et al., 2025). The theory explains how external systems both support gender barriers and provide women-led SMEs with unique opportunities for innovation.

[bookmark: _Toc235973724]8. Epistemology

This study uses pragmatist epistemology, combining positivist assumptions found in quantitative measurements with interpretivist presumptions supporting the investigation of women lived experiences through interviews. In SMEs, women’s leadership encompasses both quantifiable results (performance, innovation) and highly contextual experiences (gender obstacles, legitimacy). Pragmatism allows studying both the perspectives without contradiction arguments. 

Mixed-methods research is based on an epistemology that values both interpretations, accepts multiple forms of knowledge (numerical and narrative), focuses on what works to answer the research question, and does not commit to one philosophical position (Christof et al., 2024). Pragmatism is frequently utilized in social research because it enables researchers to integrate quantitative approaches (to measure trends, relationships, and performance outcomes) and qualitative approaches (to comprehend lived experiences, legitimacy issues, and gender norms).

Quantitative approach often reflects positivist epistemology, which holds that factors (including performance and leadership style) can be determined, patterns exist independently of the researcher, and knowledge can be measured objectively. In my topic, positivist assumptions are evident in when researchers measure leadership using scales, quantify performance outcomes, and analyse relationships between gender and innovation (Nurlatifah et al., 2025 ;Sam-Sorungbe et al., 2025).

Qualitative approach reflects interpretivist epistemology, which holds that lived experiences are important, meaning is context-dependent, and knowledge is socially created. Interpretivist presumptions emerge in my field when scholars investigate how women see leadership, how gender norms influence legitimacy, and how they overcome obstacles in SMEs (Khushk et al., 2022; Almalki et al.,2024).

Because mixed-methods research recognize complexity of gendered organizational reality, it is especially suitable for researching women's leadership. The relational and cultural aspects that affect leadership legitimacy cannot be fully captured by quantitative data, and performance trends or more general patterns cannot be shown by qualitative data alone. When both are combined, the research generates more comprehensive, reliable, and useful information.

[bookmark: _Toc235973725]9. Ontology

Ontology explains our perceptions of the social world and the types of entities found in the study. Using a relational-constructivist ontology, this study acknowledges that leadership in women-led SMEs is a socially embedded phenomena influenced by relationships, cultural norms, institutional structures, and gendered expectations rather than an isolated individual quality. Many scholars argues whether leaders are born or made. But being a leader is not a set quality of human being. Social institutions, connections, and interactions all contribute to its emergence. It is believed that gender barriers, business success, and innovation are socially constructed realities that arise from interactions between female leaders, employees, stakeholders, and the wider socioeconomic environment.
[bookmark: _Toc235973726]10. Axiology

This study's axiology is based on feminist and justice-oriented ideas, recognizing that research on women in leadership has ethical obligations concerning equity, empowerment, and representation. The report aims to generate knowledge that promotes fair organizational practices and more inclusive SME environments, challenges inadequacy narratives, and appreciates the inclusion of women lived experiences. Throughout the investigation, these principles influence the research design, interpretation, and ethical position.


Part IV- Critical Review of one article 

I have chosen Sustainable growth of women-owned MSEs: The intersection of leadership, digital competence, and policy interventions by Nurlatifah et al. (2025) published by Journal of international council of small business for my next part of assessement for detailed discussion. This study investigates into the factors affecting sustainability and competitiveness by Indonesian women-owned micro, small, and enterprise (MSEs). The study highlights significant challenges and strategic facilitators for female entrepreneurs.

1. [bookmark: _Toc235973727]Methods and methodology

The study uses a significant number of participants for its research. Primary data were collected through Focus group discussions (FGDs) and a quantitative survey with female entrepreneurs and industry experts. This method made it possible to collect detailed, qualitative information about the opportunities and difficulties faced by women-owned MSEs. Quantitative data from structured surveys can be used to analyse connections between variables. Similarly, secondary data were collected from government reports, various published articles and literature, and industry publications, offering contextual background and supporting the analysis of primary data. 

There were two primary groups of respondents in this study. There were 218 female entrepreneurs in the primary group who lived in West Java, Indonesia. The purpose of selecting these respondents was to give a broad picture of the circumstances that MSE women entrepreneurs typically face in the area. The initial scope limitation that the authors have addressed is by expanding the participation base to include women entrepreneurs from various sectors and areas outside of West Java. A quantitative survey was carried out using a questionnaire that contained the respondents' demographic profiles to gather supporting information for identifying the most important assumptions. The demographic information gathered included the respondent’s age, social media account usage, family status, education level, and location within West Java. Secondary data consists of industry articles, government papers, and evaluations of the literature to contextualize the findings. 

In order to collect qualitative data FGDs was conducted. A total of 20 experts were taken as respondents and were divided into 2 focused groups. In accordance with Nurlatifah et al. ( 2025, cited in Basnet, 2018) an effective discussion group should include six to twelve members; thus, experts were further split into two discussion groups, each with ten participants. Those expert groups were made up with 8 representatives from women's MSE organizations, 2 academics, 8 government officials with expertise in MSEs and women's empowerment, and 2 MSME mentors. To gain rich qualitative data survey was supported by the focused group methodology in this research which was guided by established frameworks, participant involvement, Promoting careful encouragement and organized discussions. Each FGD session lasted around two hours, and the moderator made sure that everyone participated fairly and that the discussion agenda was followed. The FGDs were led by one moderator, with support from two team members, who promoted conversation and solicited expert comments.  The sessions started with an introductory presentation that covered the research background profiles of women entrepreneurs in West Java, and quantitative survey results to harmonize expert perceptions. This preparation process ensured that professionals had a shared understanding prior to identifying 24 critical assumptions which were further divided into 4 main clustered which were a) resource capability, b) supporting programs, c) supporting access, and d) supporting institutions. 

2. [bookmark: _Toc235973728]Critical review

This study used a carefully planned multimethodological approach to address specific challenges faced by Indonesian women-owned MSEs. The study adopts a pragmatic research approach, which is apparent from its mixed‑methods design. According to Nurlatifah et al.                  (2025), "a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods ensures a comprehensive exploration of the research problem" and the study "employed a meticulously designed multimethodological approach." In contrast to rigorous commitment to a single epistemological tradition, such arguments demonstrate a pragmatic approach in which methodological decisions are motivated by the nature of the research issues.

Although  many researchers have emphasized the benefits of mixed-methods, mixed methodologies have not been widely used in management research and are still not considered as important as the traditional single-focus (qualitative or quantitative) research approaches. Mixed methods need to be reconsidered in order to either provide new guidelines and procedures that can increase the integrity of mixed-methods research or to improve current approaches that combine quantitative and qualitative research (Christof et al. 2024). 
The study adopts a constructivist paradigm recognising that the obstacles experienced by women-owned MSEs are socially embedded and shaped by cultural norms and organizational restrictions. A constructivist perspective is further strengthened by the application of the Strategic Assumption Surfacing and Testing (SAST) method, which is described as one of the principal methodologies within soft systems thinking by Nurlatifah et al. (2025). 

From an epistemological perspective, the research combines positivist and interpretivist components. The use of expert discussions, focus groups, and logical processes to extract meaning from participants' experiences is clearly interpretivist. On the other hand, positivist beliefs are introduced by the organized survey and numerical scoring of assumptions, implying an effort to quantify opinions and validate qualitative insights by empirical measurement (Antwi and Kasim, 2015). 

According to the authors the focus group discussions were carried out with "careful facilitation, participant engagement, and structured discussion,” demonstrating conformity to the ethical principles of respect, inclusivity, and non-coercion. Women entrepreneurs, MSE advisors, government employees, and community representatives are among the participant categories that represent people who might be at risk because of institutional power imbalances, gendered restrictions, or economic instability. Through its discussion of gender stereotypes and cultural norms, the study implicitly admits these limitations, but it does not critically investigate how these dynamics might have affected participation or data interpretation. The lack of these factors restricts the study's ethical transparency.

The methodical use of SAST and the triangulation of data sources are two of the study's many reliability strengths. Reliability of the study is supported by the two expert groups of eight to ten participants that were included in accordance with recognized methodological guidelines. Furthermore, by cross-validating assumptions across several sources, the triangulation of survey data, expert perspectives, focus groups, and literature study enhances the findings' reliability.

The study by Nurlatifah et al. (2025) suggest that social resources, financial and digital literacy, government assistance, and leadership abilities are important factors in determining business success. Entrepreneurial abilities and company results are greatly improved by integrated support programs, especially those that focus on digital skills and mentorship. However, cultural conventions and restricted access to resources are two persistence obstacles for female entrepreneurs. 

Additionally, managerial and leadership abilities are essential. Gaining a competitive advantage and overcoming challenging business environments require entrepreneurial skills including marketing, financial management, and strategic planning (Nurlatifah et al., 2025 cited in Kurniasari, 2024). However, many women are inadequately prepared to run their enterprises successfully because they do not have access to focused training and mentorship. Thus, structured capacity-building programs are essential for developing women entrepreneurs' leadership and business expertise (Robles, 2025).

In conclusion, the study offers a conceptually deep and contextually grounded investigation of women-owned MSEs, creatively integrating strategic management theory with soft systems thinking. According to the authors in the study cultural norms and limited access to resources are the two most persistent challenges faced by women entrepreneurs in MSEs and social resources, financial and digital literacy, government support, and leadership skills are strategic facilitators. Integrated support programs with digital skills and mentorship significantly enhance entrepreneurial skills and business outcomes. 


3. [bookmark: _Toc235973729]Key words and terminology

a. Women entrepreneurial ecosystem
An entrepreneurial ecosystem is the support framework that enables women to launch and expand their own businesses. Women's entrepreneurial ecosystems are increasingly being regarded as gendered socio-institutional systems rather than neutral settings (Stroila et al., 2026). It includes the individuals, institutions, regulations, and cultural perspectives that facilitate or hinder women's entrepreneurship.

 According to Stroila et al. (2026) rather than attempting to "fix women" by providing them with special workshops or confidence training, we should "fix the system" to make the ecosystem more equitable, inclusive, and encouraging. Therefore, an entrepreneurial ecosystem for women refers to the entire environment that must change for women to engage in entrepreneurship on an equal basis and achieve success.


b. Innovative SMEs
Innovative SMEs are small and medium-sized businesses that demonstrate a high degree of technological, scientific, and digital innovation. Innovative SMEs are essential to the long-term economic growth of every country. They are more adaptable, have an ability to react to changes in their surroundings more rapidly, and have a strong desire to learn which are necessary for taking advantage of innovative and transformative processes (Khushk et al., 2022; Nurlatifah et al.,2025).


Conclusion

This report critically examined recent research on women's leadership in small and medium-sized businesses (SMEs) with a focus on business performance, innovation, and gender-related barriers. the literature demonstrates ways that women leaders contribute significantly to organizational success through effective decision-making, collaborative leadership styles, employee engagement, and innovative thinking. Numerous studies revied during this report writing indicate that women-led SMEs can provide favourable business results and make a significant contribution to entrepreneurship, economic growth, and job creation.

Part I of the report consist of brief introduction of the topic where women leadership as a whole and in the context of SMEs are introduced. Additionally, personal experience as a women entrepreneur was also discussed in this part. The methodology of report writing and the collection and filter of the related articles are discussed in part II of the report. Total of 47 articles were taken into consideration for this report writing. Similarly, Part III of the report consists critical analysis and literature review of those collected articles. Finally, Part IV consists of critical review of article by Nurlatifah et al., (2025).

Women's leadership in SMEs has developed into a crucial area of research, uncovering a multifaceted interaction between institutional structures, innovation dynamics, leadership skills, and company performance.  Various research such as Henry et al. (2021); Kulkarni and Mishra (2022); Nurlatifah et al. (2025) shown that, despite working in circumstances affected by gendered limitations, women-led SMEs continuously contribute to organizational resilience, adaptive performance, and socially focused innovation. However, women's entrepreneurial experiences are still shaped by gender obstacles including limited access to financing, isolation from traditional networks, and enduring cultural norms. Feminist theory (Dean and Kawahara, 2025) and institutional theory (Scott, 2014) emphasize that these limitations are structural factors embedded in socioeconomic systems rather than just personal challenges. However, women entrepreneurs often build "bridges" through community-based ecosystems, informal networks, and digital platforms, demonstrating organizational adaptability (Sam-Sorungbe et al., 2025).

This shift is demonstrated by the chosen study by Nurlatifah et al. (2025), which use mixed methods to examine the variables influencing sustainability and competitiveness by Indonesian women-owned micro, small, and enterprises (MSEs). The study takes a critical realism approach to structures entrepreneurship. It emphasizes women as institutional actors and identifies important obstacles and strategic facilitators for female entrepreneurs. However, like a lot of the area, it would gain from a more thorough understanding of intersectionality, feminist epistemology, and participatory ethics.

Overall, the report conclude that women in leadership roles should be seen as a significant source of organizational competency and competitive advantage rather than only through the perspective of gender. However, further study is necessary to address current methodological issues, investigate various cultural and industry contexts, and assess the long-term effects of female leadership on SME performance. In addition to advancing gender equality, supporting women leaders through inclusive policies, leadership development programs, and easier access to resources would boost SMEs' competitiveness and sustainability in a business environment that is becoming increasingly dynamic.
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