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This study aimed to design and validate a policy-making model for promoting entrepreneurship
among female university graduates in Iran. This developmental-applied study employed an
exploratory sequential mixed-methods design. In the qualitative phase, data were obtained
through a review of relevant literature and semi-structured interviews with 14 academic experts
and managers in women’s entrepreneurship selected through purposive sampling. The data were
analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s six-phase thematic analysis. In the quantitative phase, the
statistical population consisted of 312 female university graduates engaged in entrepreneurial
activities in Tehran Province, of whom 172 were selected based on Cochran’s formula. Data
were collected using a researcher-developed 34-item questionnaire, and the proposed model was
validated through partial least squares structural equation modeling using SmartPLS. Inferential
findings indicated that environmental and social analysis ($=0.238), higher education system
analysis ($=0.149), and identification of structural and institutional barriers (f=0.415) had
significant direct effects on policy formulation and strategy design. Policy formulation and
strategy design, in turn, significantly affected cross-sectoral institutionalization ($=0.565),
policy contextualization (=0.538), and the development of communication and networking
(B=0.491). Furthermore, cross-sectoral institutionalization (=0.278) and
communication and networking platforms ($=0.270) significantly affected policy evaluation and
monitoring. However, the direct effect of policy contextualization on policy evaluation and
monitoring was not significant (=0.097). The goodness-of-fit index (GOF=0.373) further
supported the model’s satisfactory overall performance. Promoting entrepreneurship among
female university graduates requires an integrated, process-oriented, and evidence-informed
policy-making framework that connects contextual and structural analysis with policy
formulation, cross-sectoral coordination, networking, and continuous policy evaluation.
Keywords: Policy-Making, Entrepreneurship Development;, Women'’s Entrepreneurship, Female
University Graduates; Structural Equation Modeling; Iran.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Women’s entrepreneurship has increasingly become a major component of contemporary
economic and social development strategies because of its contribution to employment creation,
innovation, household welfare, economic participation, and inclusive growth. The expansion of women-
owned businesses can mobilize underutilized human capital and generate both economic and social value,
particularly in contexts where women’s participation in conventional labor markets remains constrained.
Evidence from both developing and developed economies indicates that greater participation of women
in entrepreneurial activity is associated with economic growth and improved utilization of productive
capacities (Gulvira et al., 2024). Beyond economic outcomes, women’s entrepreneurship may also
contribute to empowerment, social participation, local development, and the sustainability of communities
(Corréa et al., 2024; Gartzia et al., 2026). Consequently, entrepreneurship is increasingly viewed not merely
as an individual occupational choice for women but as an important field of public policy requiring
coordinated institutional, educational, financial, and regulatory interventions.

The importance of this issue is particularly evident among female university graduates. The rapid
expansion of women’s participation in higher education has considerably increased their stock of
specialized knowledge, professional competencies, and human capital. High-quality higher education can
contribute to gender equality by strengthening women’s capabilities and improving their opportunities for
meaningful participation in economic and social activities (Alam et al., 2025). Nevertheless, university
education alone does not necessarily translate into employment or entrepreneurial activity. Female
graduates require complementary entrepreneurial competencies, opportunity-recognition capabilities,
business knowledge, access to financial resources, professional networks, and institutional support.
Research has demonstrated that women’s entrepreneurial competencies in higher education are shaped by
educational experiences as well as individual and disciplinary characteristics (Cruz-Sandoval et al., 2023).
Universities can therefore play an active role in women’s entrepreneurship by moving beyond theoretical
instruction toward practical entrepreneurial education, mentoring, incubation, market interaction, and
business development support (Dalimunthe et al., 2023). University affiliation may also provide female
entrepreneurs with knowledge, legitimacy, networks, and access to resources that facilitate entrepreneurial
entry and development (Civera & Meoli, 2023).

Despite these potentials, women’s entrepreneurship is influenced by a complex combination of
individual, social, cultural, institutional, and economic conditions. Contemporary reviews increasingly
reject explanations that attribute women’s limited entrepreneurial participation solely to individual
deficiencies in motivation, knowledge, or competence. Instead, women’s entrepreneurship is understood
as a multilevel phenomenon embedded in broader institutional and social environments (Deng et al., 2025;
Maurya et al., 2026). Research trajectories in developing economies similarly demonstrate a gradual
movement from individual-centered perspectives toward institutional, cultural, and ecosystem-based
explanations (Dana et al., 2024). At the individual level, entrepreneurial motivation, self-efficacy, previous
experience, human capital, and perceived opportunities influence entrepreneurial intentions and behaviors,
although the importance of particular drivers and barriers may vary between aspiring and experienced
entrepreneurs (Nevi et al., 2025). Motivation, communication, and education likewise contribute to
women’s entrepreneurial development (Oliver & Slobodan, 2023). However, in restrictive environments,
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women’s ability to convert their personal resources into entrepreneurial outcomes may depend heavily on
institutional and contextual conditions (Moustafa et al., 2025).

At the broader environmental level, women frequently encounter difficulties in accessing finance,
markets, professional networks, business support services, and institutional resources. Cultural
expectations, family responsibilities, regulatory conditions, and gender-related inequalities may further
constrain entrepreneurial participation. Studies in developing countries have consistently highlighted the
interaction of economic, social, cultural, organizational, and environmental factors in shaping female
entrepreneurship (Fauzi et al., 2023). Systematic evidence from India has similarly demonstrated that
women entrepreneurs face multidimensional barriers that require combined financial, educational,
institutional, and networking interventions rather than isolated support measures (Baral et al., 2023). Access
to government support, entrepreneurial networks, and capacity-building programs has also been
recognized as important for the sustainability of women-owned enterprises (Mashapure et al., 2023). These
findings suggest that entrepreneurship policies should address the entrepreneurial ecosystem rather than
focus exclusively on improving the characteristics of individual women.

This issue is particularly relevant in Iran, where the substantial presence of women in higher
education has not been accompanied by equivalent access to employment and economic opportunities.
Studies of the Iranian labor market have documented inequalities in women’s access to employment,
especially among women facing simultaneous occupational and family-related constraints (Raeis al-Sadat
et al., 2024). Social attitudes toward gender equality have undergone changes, but cultural expectations
and gender-related norms continue to influence women’s economic roles (Begi & Ghorbani, 2024). In
addition, research on women’s entrepreneurship in Iran has identified a combination of economic,
institutional, cultural, and infrastructural barriers that can restrict the establishment and sustainability of
women-owned businesses (Zolfaghari & Ghanei, 2024). Under such conditions, entrepreneurship may
provide an alternative pathway through which educated women can transform their knowledge and
expertise into economic value, but the effectiveness of this pathway depends on the presence of a
supportive policy and institutional environment.

International experiences demonstrate that targeted governmental and institutional interventions
can improve entrepreneurial conditions. Government support has been shown to facilitate startup creation
when financial, regulatory, and institutional measures are coordinated within a supportive ecosystem
(Azhar et al., 2024). Experiences from developing economies likewise suggest that removing barriers to
female entrepreneurship can contribute to employment and economic growth (Gjini, 2023). However,
recent evidence emphasizes that isolated interventions such as loans, training courses, or temporary
incentives are insufficient for sustainable empowerment. Effective entrepreneurship policy must facilitate
the interaction and conversion of financial, human, social, and symbolic resources while strengthening
intermediary institutions, mentoring structures, collective agency, and supportive networks (Knox et al.,
2026). Strategic foresight can further enhance women’s entrepreneurship policy by helping decision-
makers anticipate technological, economic, and social changes and design policies that remain responsive
to emerging conditions (Salamzadeh et al., 2023). In parallel, management research has demonstrated the
importance of systematic modeling, scenario analysis, and integrated architectures when dealing with
complex policy and human-capital challenges (Golshahi & Amirbaglouye Dariani, 2026; Golshahi &
Khoshnevis Zarch, 2025; Golshahi & Mortezazadeh, 2024).
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Policy-making for female entrepreneurship should therefore be regarded as an integrated process
beginning with problem identification and contextual analysis and continuing through policy formulation,
strategy design, institutional coordination, implementation, monitoring, evaluation, and policy refinement.
Policy entrepreneurs can influence agenda setting by defining problems, attracting attention, promoting
solutions, and mobilizing relevant actors (Cohen, 2025). Yet much of the existing literature on women’s
entrepreneurship has concentrated on identifying drivers, barriers, and supportive conditions rather than
developing a comprehensive process-oriented model of how entrepreneurship policy should be formulated
and implemented for a specific target population (Corréa et al., 2024; Deng et al., 2025). This gap is
particularly important for female university graduates, whose entrepreneurial development requires
effective links among universities, labor-market institutions, financial organizations, technology
infrastructures, investors, business-support institutions, and public policy actors. Accordingly, the present
study aimed to design and validate a policy-making model for promoting entrepreneurship among female
university graduates in Iran.

Methods and Materials

The study was developmental-applied in purpose and employed an exploratory sequential mixed-
methods design combining qualitative exploration with quantitative model validation. In the qualitative
phase, the study population consisted of university professors, researchers, and managers with expertise
in women’s entrepreneurship and policy-making and at least 10 years of relevant professional or executive
experience. Participants were selected through purposive theoretical sampling until theoretical saturation
was achieved. Fourteen experts participated, including seven university professors and researchers and
seven entrepreneurial managers.

Qualitative data were collected through a review of relevant theoretical and empirical literature
and semi-structured interviews with the selected experts. The data were analyzed using a six-stage
thematic analysis procedure. The analysis involved familiarization with the data, generation of initial
codes, identification of basic themes, review and integration of themes, definition of organizing and global
themes, and preparation of the final thematic network. Credibility was assessed by presenting the extracted
themes to three experts and obtaining their evaluation of the logic and acceptability of the thematic
classification. Confirmability was strengthened through comparison with theoretical evidence and expert
opinions.

In the quantitative phase, the statistical population consisted of 312 female university graduates
engaged in entrepreneurial activities in Tehran Province. Based on Cochran’s formula for a finite
population, a sample of 172 participants was determined and recruited. A researcher-developed 34-item
questionnaire was constructed on the basis of the 34 indicators identified during the qualitative phase.
Content validity was evaluated by experts, while convergent and discriminant validity were examined
quantitatively. Reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability. Partial least
squares structural equation modeling was used to validate the proposed model and examine the
hypothesized relationships among its constructs.

Findings

The qualitative analysis initially generated 99 open codes. Through systematic classification and
refinement, these codes were organized into 34 basic themes, 13 organizing themes, and four global
themes. The four global dimensions of the final model consisted of identifying problems and challenges
in policy-making for female graduate entrepreneurship, formulating policies and designing development
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strategies, establishing executive and institutional mechanisms, and evaluating and monitoring
entrepreneurship development policies.

The first global dimension incorporated environmental and social analysis, higher education
system analysis, and identification of structural and institutional barriers. The second included educational
and empowerment policies, financial and credit policies, institutional and structural support policies, legal
and facilitative policies, and cultural and promotional policies. The executive and institutional
mechanisms included cross-sectoral institutionalization, policy contextualization, and communication and
networking platforms. The final dimension consisted of performance monitoring and evaluation
mechanisms as well as feedback and policy revision.

The measurement model demonstrated acceptable convergent and discriminant validity. The
average variance extracted values for the model constructs exceeded the required threshold, and the square
roots of the AVE values were greater than the correlations among the corresponding constructs. Overall
model-fit indices were also acceptable. The chi-square-to-degrees-of-freedom ratio was 2.732, RMSEA
was 0.064, CFl was 0.893, RMR was 0.045, and NFI was 0.901. The calculated goodness-of-fit index for
the PLS model was 0.373, indicating satisfactory overall model performance.

Structural model analysis showed that environmental and social analysis had a significant direct
effect on policy formulation and strategy design (p = 0.238). Higher education system analysis also
significantly predicted policy formulation and strategy design (B = 0.149). Identification of structural and
institutional barriers demonstrated the strongest effect among these antecedents (f = 0.415).

Policy formulation and strategy design had a strong significant effect on cross-sectoral
institutionalization (f = 0.565), policy contextualization (B = 0.538), and the development of
communication and networking platforms (p = 0.491). Cross-sectoral institutionalization subsequently
had a significant direct effect on policy evaluation and monitoring (f = 0.278), and communication and
networking platforms also significantly affected policy evaluation and monitoring (f = 0.270). In contrast,
the direct effect of policy contextualization on policy evaluation and monitoring was not statistically
significant (B = 0.097). Therefore, all hypothesized structural relationships were supported except the
direct pathway from policy contextualization to policy evaluation and monitoring.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that promoting entrepreneurship among female university graduates
should be conceptualized as a systemic policy process rather than a collection of separate support
programs. The significant effects of environmental and social analysis, higher education system analysis,
and structural and institutional barriers on policy formulation indicate that effective entrepreneurship
policies must begin with an accurate diagnosis of the context in which women seek to establish and
develop businesses. Among these antecedents, structural and institutional barriers produced the strongest
effect, highlighting that deficiencies in regulations, institutional support, access to resources, and
structural opportunities may be more consequential than individual limitations.

The significant role of higher education analysis further emphasizes the strategic position of
universities within the entrepreneurship ecosystem. Universities can facilitate the transformation of
specialized knowledge into entrepreneurial activity when academic education is connected to practical
skill development, incubation, mentoring, financial literacy, digital competencies, industry collaboration,
and market access. Consequently, female graduate entrepreneurship should not be addressed solely

E-ISSN: 3041-8585


https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3041-8585

through post-graduation employment initiatives; entrepreneurial capacity should be cultivated through
coordinated educational and institutional mechanisms beginning within higher education.

A central finding was the strong influence of policy formulation and strategy design on cross-
sectoral institutionalization, policy contextualization, and networking mechanisms. This indicates that the
quality of the policy-design stage shapes subsequent implementation capacity. Policies should therefore
clearly define institutional responsibilities, coordination structures, target groups, financial and
educational instruments, regional considerations, and stakeholder participation mechanisms. The
particularly strong pathway to cross-sectoral institutionalization suggests that fragmented organizational
responsibilities constitute a major challenge and that coordinated governance is necessary for effective
implementation.

The significant effects of cross-sectoral institutionalization and communication and networking
platforms on policy evaluation and monitoring indicate that effective evaluation depends on both
organizational coordination and stakeholder connectivity. Monitoring entrepreneurship policies requires
information from universities, employment agencies, financial institutions, technology parks, businesses,
and female entrepreneurs themselves. Networking platforms can simultaneously facilitate access to
business opportunities and provide channels through which the experiences and feedback of female
entrepreneurs are transmitted to policy-makers.

In contrast, policy contextualization did not directly predict evaluation and monitoring. This
finding suggests that adapting policies to regional, cultural, and economic conditions is important for
implementation appropriateness but does not automatically establish an effective monitoring system.
Contextualized policies still require measurable indicators, institutional accountability, information
systems, coordinated data collection, and formal feedback mechanisms. The effects of contextualization
may therefore be expressed indirectly through improved implementation, stakeholder participation, or
institutional capacity rather than directly through evaluation.

Overall, the proposed model provides an integrated pathway beginning with contextual diagnosis
and identification of structural barriers, proceeding through policy formulation and strategy design, and
extending to institutional coordination, contextual adaptation, networking, monitoring, feedback, and
continuous policy improvement. The model therefore shifts attention from fragmented supportive
interventions toward evidence-informed and process-oriented policy-making. It also recognizes female
university graduates as a distinct policy target whose human capital can be transformed into sustainable
entrepreneurial activity only when universities, government institutions, financial organizations, the
private sector, entrepreneurial networks, and support infrastructures operate within a coordinated
ecosystem. The validated model can thus provide a practical conceptual framework for policy-makers
seeking to strengthen female graduate entrepreneurship, improve the utilization of women’s academic
human capital, and create more sustainable pathways for their economic participation in Iran.
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