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Abstract

This systematic literature review explores the interconnected dimensions of digital innovation, gender
equality, and sustainability in women-owned small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). The
primary aim is to synthesize existing knowledge to address integration challenges these enterprises
face. The researchers analyzed 436 peer-reviewed articles from the Scopus database, published
between 2010 and 2025, using bibliometric and qualitative thematic techniques based on the Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) methodology. Findings
highlight that digital innovation significantly enhances market access, operational efficiency, and
resource mobilization, empowering women entrepreneurs to overcome structural barriers. Gender
equality initiatives play a crucial role in creating supportive ecosystems, promoting diverse leadership
styles, and fostering inclusive organizational cultures conducive to sustainable business practices.
Thematic analyses reveal specific success factors including robust social networks, targeted
mentorship programs, and inclusive financial mechanisms. However, systemic barriers persist,
notably limited access to capital, entrenched sociocultural biases, and insufficient digital literacy.
Methodologically, research predominantly utilizes quantitative approaches, suggesting a need for
integrated mixed-method frameworks to better capture nuanced entrepreneurial experiences.
Geographical disparities indicate that women entrepreneurs face different challenges and
opportunities across developed and developing contexts, underscoring the necessity for context-
specific policy interventions. This review adds to our understanding by combining ideas from
entrepreneurial ecosystem perspectives, Gender Empowerment Theories, and the Resource-Based
View, providing a complete look at sustainable, fair, and digitally innovative business practices.
Future research should focus on intersectional methodologies, longitudinal studies, and comparative
analyses across diverse contexts.

Keywords : Women entrepreneurship, SMEs, Digital innovation, Gender equality, Sustainability,
Entrepreneurial ecosystems.
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Abstrak

Tinjauan literatur sistematis ini mengkaji keterkaitan antara inovasi digital, kesetaraan gender, dan
keberlanjutan pada usaha kecil dan menengah (UKM) milik perempuan dengan tujuan mensintesis
pengetahuan yang ada serta mengidentifikasi tantangan integrasi yang dihadapi. Analisis dilakukan
terhadap 436 artikel bereputasi dari basis data Scopus yang dipublikasikan pada periode 2010-2025
dengan menggunakan pendekatan bibliometrik dan analisis tematik kualitatif berdasarkan metodologi
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA). Hasil kajian
menunjukkan bahwa inovasi digital berperan signifikan dalam meningkatkan akses pasar, efisiensi
operasional, dan mobilisasi sumber daya, sehingga memperkuat kapasitas wirausaha perempuan dalam
mengatasi hambatan struktural. Kesetaraan gender turut berkontribusi melalui penciptaan ekosistem
yang suportif, penguatan kepemimpinan yang beragam, serta pengembangan budaya organisasi yang
inklusif dan berkelanjutan. Faktor keberhasilan utama yang teridentifikasi meliputi jaringan sosial yang
kuat, program pendampingan yang terarah, dan mekanisme pembiayaan yang inklusif, meskipun
hambatan sistemik seperti keterbatasan akses modal, bias sosiokultural, dan rendahnya literasi digital
masih persistens. Secara metodologis, dominasi pendekatan kuantitatif menandakan perlunya kerangka
metode campuran yang lebih komprehensif, sementara perbedaan konteks geografis antara negara maju
dan berkembang menegaskan pentingnya kebijakan yang sensitif terhadap konteks lokal; dengan
mengintegrasikan perspektif ekosistem kewirausahaan, Teori Pemberdayaan Gender, dan Resource-
Based View, studi ini memberikan pemahaman holistik tentang praktik bisnis yang adil, berkelanjutan,
dan berbasis inovasi digital.

Kata Kunci : kewirausahaan perempuan; usaha kecil dan menengah (UKM); inovasi digital; kesetaraan
gender; keberlanjutan; ekosistem kewirausahaan.

1. INTRODUCTION

Women’s entrepreneurship has become an increasingly important driver of inclusive
economic development, contributing to job creation, innovation, and community resilience
across diverse socio-economic contexts (Ge et al., 2022; Senapati & Ojha, 2019). Women-
owned small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) play a pivotal role in translating
entrepreneurial aspirations into locally embedded economic and social impact by delivering
context-specific products and services, strengthening supply-chain linkages, and reinvesting
business gains into education, health, and social welfare initiatives (Crane, 2021; Dalal et al.,
2022). As women expand their participation in sectors traditionally dominated by men, their
entrepreneurial activities challenge entrenched gender norms and broaden opportunity
structures within national and regional economies (gkarupa et al., 2025; Mullens & Shen,
2024). Consequently, the promotion of women-led SMEs has become a strategic priority for
policymakers and international development organizations seeking to advance sustainable and
inclusive growth.

Simultaneously, the global business environment is undergoing an accelerated digital
transformation. Digital innovation, encompassing artificial intelligence, cloud computing, data
analytics, and social commerce platforms, offers SMEs unprecedented opportunities to access
new markets, enhance operational efficiency, and make data-driven decisions in real time.
However, the ability to leverage these technologies remains uneven. Empirical evidence
consistently demonstrates that women entrepreneurs face structural constraints, including
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limited access to financial capital, restricted professional networks, and sociocultural barriers
that impede digital skills acquisition and technology adoption (Murdiati et al., 2023; Hunt et
al., 2019). When reinforced by gender biases embedded within financial and technological
ecosystems, these constraints limit the growth potential of women-owned SMEs and
undermine their long-term competitiveness (Popovi¢-Panti¢ et al., 2020; Meng et al., 2021).

An additional and increasingly influential dimension shaping entrepreneurial ecosystems
is sustainability. United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 5 (gender equality)
and 8 (decent work and economic growth) intersect directly with the advancement of women-
led SMEs, while SDG 12 (responsible consumption and production) underscores the
importance of environmentally and socially responsible business practices. Prior research
suggests that women entrepreneurs are often early adopters of sustainable business models,
driven by holistic value orientations that integrate social and environmental stewardship
alongside financial performance (Zhu et al., 2019; Raman et al., 2022). These patterns indicate
a significant opportunity to align digital innovation and gender-inclusive strategies with
sustainability objectives, thereby generating multidimensional value for enterprises and
communities alike.

Despite growing scholarly attention to digital innovation, gender equality, and
sustainability in the SME context, existing research remains fragmented, with limited efforts
to examine their interdependencies within women-owned enterprises. Most empirical studies
address these dimensions in isolation, offering insufficient insight into how their integration
influences entrepreneurial performance, resilience, and broader societal impact. This lack of
synthesis obscures the mechanisms through which digital technologies can enhance women
entrepreneurs’ agency, gender-responsive policies can enable sustainable growth, and
sustainability commitments can, in turn, reinforce digital competitiveness. The absence of an
integrated evidence base poses challenges for researchers, practitioners, and policymakers
attempting to design effective, synergistic interventions.

This gap is particularly concerning given mounting evidence that barriers to technology
adoption are gendered. Women entrepreneurs frequently report lower access to credit for
technological investment and fewer opportunities for digital upskilling than their male
counterparts (Murdiati et al., 2023; Senapati & Ojha, 2019). Cultural expectations and social
norms may further constrain women’s mobility and networking opportunities, reducing their
exposure to mentorship, innovation hubs, and entrepreneurial support ecosystems (Hunt et al.,
2019; Mullens & Shen, 2024). If left unaddressed, such disparities risk widening the digital
divide among SMEs, perpetuating gender inequality, and constraining inclusive economic
development.

In response to these challenges, this systematic literature review aims to synthesize and
critically evaluate existing scholarship on women’s entrepreneurship in SMEs by focusing on
the intersection of digital innovation, gender equality, and sustainability. By integrating
bibliometric analysis with qualitative thematic synthesis, the review maps publication trends,
geographical distributions, citation networks, and dominant research themes to clarify the
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intellectual structure of the field and identify under-explored contexts. The study contributes
to theory, policy, and practice by advancing an integrative perspective on how digitally
enabled, gender-inclusive, and sustainability-oriented strategies can foster resilient
entrepreneurial ecosystems and support long-term, equitable SME growth.

2. RESEARCH METHOD

a. Research Design
1) Systematic Literature Review (SLR)

This study employs a systematic literature review (SLR), a rigorous methodology designed
to comprehensively synthesize and critically appraise existing research findings. The SLR
methodology is chosen for its systematic approach, ensuring objectivity, replicability, and
transparency. Given the interdisciplinary nature of women's entrepreneurship, SLR offers
distinct advantages, such as systematically identifying research gaps, trends, and emerging
themes across various contexts (Crane, 2021; Raman et al., 2022). By integrating diverse
studies through structured selection and synthesis procedures, this method mitigates biases
commonly associated with traditional narrative reviews and contributes to methodological
rigor and reliability (Setyaningrum et al., 2023; Hunt et al., 2019).

2) PRISMA Methodology Explanation

The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA)
guidelines were adopted to enhance transparency and clarity in reporting systematic reviews.
PRISMA ensures the methodical collection, critical appraisal, and synthesis of data, allowing
the systematic documentation of literature search strategies, inclusion and exclusion criteria,
study selection processes, and data extraction protocols (Shaaban, 2022; Raman et al., 2022).
Adhering to PRISMA standards facilitates methodological consistency and replicability,
allowing other researchers to validate and build upon the study’s findings.
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Figure 1. PRISMA Flowchart for Study Selection

b. Data Collection
1) Database Selection

The Scopus database was selected as the sole source for literature retrieval due to its
extensive coverage of peer-reviewed academic literature and its rigorous indexing standards.
Scopus provides comprehensive bibliographic data, enabling reliable bibliometric analyses and
ensuring that selected articles meet high-quality publication standards. This database was
particularly suitable for systematically assessing scholarly contributions in women’s
entrepreneurship, given its substantial interdisciplinary and international scope.
2) Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

To ensure rigor and relevance, explicit inclusion and exclusion criteria were set. Inclusion
criteria comprised peer-reviewed journal articles published in English from 2010 to 2025,
covering empirical or theoretical examinations of women entrepreneurship in SMEs. Articles
focusing specifically on digital innovation, gender equality frameworks, and sustainable
growth were prioritized. Exclusion criteria involved non-English publications, conference
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papers, book chapters, editorial notes, commentaries, and preliminary reports to maintain the
quality and consistency of analysis.

3) Search Strings and Keywords Used

The search was systematically conducted using a comprehensive search string applied to the
title, abstract, and keywords fields (TITLE-ABS-KEY). The final search string was:

TITLE-ABS-KEY (("women" OR "female" OR ‘"girl" OR "lady") AND
("entrepreneurship” OR "entrepreneur" OR "business" OR "start-up") AND ("small" OR
"medium" OR "SME" OR ‘'enterprise") AND ("leadership" OR "management" OR
"ownership" OR "innovation") AND ("challenges" OR "barriers" OR "opportunities" OR
"support") AND ("economic development" OR "growth" OR "empowerment" OR
"community"))

This search string initially retrieved 748 documents. Subsequent filtering by year (2010-
2025), document type (article), publication stage (final), source type (journal), and language
(English) resulted in 436 final documents eligible for further analysis.

¢. Data Analysis Techniques

1) Bibliometric Analysis

Bibliometric analysis was performed to quantitatively map scholarly output, citation
patterns, influential publications, and trending research themes using VOSviewer and R
Biblioshiny. VOSviewer software was employed to visualize citation networks and identify
influential authors, publications, and thematic clusters, allowing the examination of intellectual
structures and thematic evolution within women's entrepreneurship literature (Gregory et al.,
2020; Qader et al., 2022). R Biblioshiny complemented this by providing analytical tools to
further explore publication trends, collaboration networks, and thematic distributions, offering
a comprehensive overview of the field’s research landscape.

2) Qualitative Thematic Analysis

In addition to bibliometric techniques, qualitative thematic analysis was utilized to identify,

analyze, and interpret patterns within the selected literature. This involved a systematic process
of coding and categorizing text excerpts to uncover thematic relationships and emergent
constructs related to digital innovation, gender equality, and sustainable growth in women
entrepreneurship. The thematic analysis provided nuanced insights into socio-cultural contexts,
theoretical approaches, and empirical findings, enabling a comprehensive understanding of the
factors influencing women-owned SMEs (Mallett et al., 2024; Jabeen et al., 2019).
The combined application of bibliometric and thematic analysis methods enriched the review
by capturing both quantitative trends and qualitative nuances, thus facilitating a holistic
synthesis of the literature and providing clear directions for future research and policy
interventions.
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3. RESULT AND DISCUSSION
a. Results
1) Descriptive Analysis
The descriptive analysis section provides a comprehensive overview of publication trends,
influential journals, geographic distribution, and authorship networks relevant to women's
entrepreneurship research from 2010 to 2025.

Annual Scientific Production

Figure 3. Annual Scientific Production

Publication trends in women's entrepreneurship research demonstrate a fluctuating yet
steadily upward trajectory. As illustrated in Figure 3, scholarly production significantly
increased around 2012, subsequently experiencing a decline and later stabilizing with periodic
fluctuations. The highest annual output was recorded in 2012, followed by noticeable variations
in productivity in subsequent years. The fluctuation may indicate shifts in research funding
priorities, socio-economic events influencing research interest, and evolving scholarly debates
around gender equality and digital innovation in entrepreneurship (Raman et al., 2022; Deng
et al., 2020).

Additionally, Figure 4 shows the average citations per year, capturing the academic impact
and visibility of the publications over time. Citation averages peaked notably around 2022,
indicating heightened academic interest and citation of research from this period. Such citation
peaks often correlate with significant developments in theoretical frameworks, particularly
regarding digital innovation, gender empowerment, and sustainable business practices, as
evidenced by the citation network visualizations (Gregory et al., 2020; Qader et al., 2022).

Journals that have emerged as prominent outlets for women entrepreneurship research
include the Journal of Small Business Management, Gender in Management, and
Sustainability. These journals consistently provide platforms for exploring the intersection of
entrepreneurship, gender dynamics, and sustainable practices. High-quality articles from these
journals significantly shape scholarly discourse, influencing both academic research
trajectories and practical interventions within women-owned SMEs (Raman et al., 2022;
Khokhar, 2019).
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Geographical distribution analysis highlights a notable concentration of publications from
the United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia. Institutions such as Harvard University,
the University of Cambridge, and various research centers in these countries contribute
significantly to scholarship in women entrepreneurship, underscoring the central role of
Western academia in shaping the global discourse. However, there is growing scholarly
attention to emerging economies, particularly in South Asia and Africa, where studies explore
unique gender dynamics and entrepreneurial opportunities within differing socio-economic and
cultural contexts (Dana et al., 2023; Wedajo et al., 2023).
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Figure 7. Co-authorship Network

Authorship and citation network analyses, visualized through VOSviewer, reveal complex
collaborative networks among scholars (Figure 7). The visualization distinctly identifies
prominent authors such as Brush CG, whose extensive contributions form central nodes in the
network, indicating substantial influence within the field. The author networks are
characterized by clusters that reflect collaboration patterns, thematic concentrations, and
intellectual communities. This aligns with the Entrepreneurial Ecosystem theoretical
perspective, emphasizing how scholarly collaboration fosters knowledge sharing, innovation,

and the development of supportive research environments (Isenberg, 2010; Peter & Orser,
2024).
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2010-2013 2014-2020 2021-2025

Figure 8. Thematic Evolution

Thematic clusters identified through co-citation networks provide insights into dominant
research areas. Key themes emerging from these clusters include gender empowerment
mechanisms, sustainable growth strategies, digital innovation adoption challenges, and
ecosystem approaches to supporting women entrepreneurs. Thematic intersections, particularly
between digital innovation and gender equality, indicate robust academic interest in
understanding how these dimensions mutually reinforce SME performance and sustainability
outcomes (Shaaban, 2022; Meng et al., 2021).

Table 1. Summary of Descriptive Analysis and Key Literature

Aspect Key Findings Relevant Literature
Publication Fluctuating yet increasing research output, peaking Raman et al. (2022); Deng
Trends notably in 2012. et al. (2020)

Citation Trends Citation peaks in 2022, reflecting influential theoretical Gregory et al. (2020);
developments. Qader et al. (2022)
Influential Journal of Small Business Management, Gender in Raman et al. (2022);
Journals Management, Sustainability. Khokhar (2019)
Geographic Dominance of Western academia with emerging Dana et al. (2023); Wedajo
Distribution contributions from South Asia and Africa. et al. (2023)
Authorship Collaborative clusters centered around influential Raman et al. (2022);
Networks authors like Brush CG. Anggadwita & Indarti
(2023)
Thematic Gender empowerment, sustainable growth strategies,  Shaaban (2022); Meng et
Clusters digital innovation adoption, and ecosystem support al. (2021)
mechanisms.

Table 1 synthesizes the key findings, providing clear references to relevant literature and
theoretical frameworks. It underscores significant publication trends, citation patterns,

1349

——
| —


https://e-jurnal.jurnalcenter.com/index.php/micjo/index
https://e-jurnal.jurnalcenter.com/index.php/micjo

Vol. 3 No. 1 Edisi Januari 2026 E. ISSN. 3032-2472
Multidisciplinary Indonesian Center Journal (MICJO) .
Journal page is available to
https://e-jurnal.jurnalcenter.com/index.php/micjo
Email: admin@jurnalcenter.com

influential journals, institutional contributions, and thematic focus areas, offering readers an
organized summary of critical descriptive insights.
2) Thematic Analysis

The thematic maps in Figure 8 and Figure 9 depict key research themes in women’s
entrepreneurship, emphasizing digital innovation, gender equality, and sustainability.
Generated through bibliometric analysis using R and Biblioshiny, the maps classify themes
based on centrality and density, indicating their relevance and level of development. Motor
themes such as leadership and organizational management show high influence and strong
interconnections, reinforcing the importance of women’s leadership for SME performance and
sustainability (Shaaban, 2022; Dalal et al., 2022). Basic themes, including empowerment and
digital innovation, remain fundamental but underexplored, highlighting the need for deeper
investigation into digital skills and gender empowerment in entrepreneurship (Murdiati et al.,
2023; Mullens & Shen, 2024). Niche themes like community development appear specialized
and weakly connected, requiring broader integration (Huang & Ichikohji, 2024), while
emerging themes related to sustainability indicate research gaps and opportunities for
advancing sustainability practices in women-led SMEs (Zhu et al., 2019; Kassa & Kegne,
2025).
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Figure 9. Thematic Map
3) Digital Innovation & Women Entrepreneurship
Digital innovation plays a crucial role in enhancing the growth, competitiveness, and
resilience of women-owned SMEs (Table 2). The literature consistently shows that digital
technologies—such as digital marketing, CRM systems, and social commerce—improve
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operational efficiency, market reach, and business performance (Hadiyati et al., 2024; Al-
Omoush & Al-Qirem, 2023). Evidence from Indonesia confirms that digital marketing
adoption strengthens CRM practices and competitive advantage among women-led SMEs
(Hadiyati et al., 2024).

Table 2. Digital Innovation as a Growth Catalyst for Women-Owned SMEs

& Al-Qirem Jordan
(2023)

Smart-PLS
survey (n=211)

Social commerce
adoption

o Country / . . .
No. Citation Context Methodology Digital Focus Key Findings
Digital marketing enhances
1 Hadiyati et Indonesia PLS-SEM Digital marketing business performance through
al. (2024) survey (n=172) & CRM improved CRM and
competitiveness.
Huang & . Dynamic capablhtles significantly
Ichikohii  China PLS-SEM Dynamic enhance business model
(2024) ) survey (n=257) capabilities & BMI innovation, crucial for SME
resilience during crises.
Female entrepreneurs successfully
Mullens & China World-Bank  Digital-ecosystem leverage digital innovations to
Shen (2024) panel (n=2700) innovation boost internationalization through
indirect exports.
Motivational factors and social
Al-Omoush support significantly influence

women's adoption of social
commerce, empowering them
economically during crises.

Digital financial technology

Avanegh & . Teaching case  Fin-tech for platforms expand financial
Zachariah  India . . . .
study inclusivity inclusivity for women
(2023) e
entrepreneurs in informal sectors.
Value co-creation platforms drive
Sahi et al. India SEM analysis  Co-creation product differentiation, although
(2022) (n=196) platforms they may generate negative word-
of-mouth.
Women's readiness for e-
Yadav et al. . AMOS SEM  E-commerce commerce 15 s1gn1ﬁcantl.y
India . influenced by technological
(2023) survey readiness .
exposure and educational
background.
University Collaboration with universities
Murdiati et . OLS regression . . significantly boosts digital
al. (2023) Malaysia (n=486) industry d.l gital capabilities and revenue in
collaboration
women-owned SMEs.
. Logistic Oceupational Digital compliance and safety
Lin et al. . . . technology enhance workforce
China regression compliance . .
(2025) = retention rates in women-led
(n=598) technology
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No. Citation CCO(l)l:ttglt/ Methodology Digital Focus Key Findings
Veteran women entrepreneurs
Deming et Lgngltudlnal Digital networks in utlhzq digital ne‘w.vorks
10 USA microdata effectively, reducing gender
al. (2025) . veteran SMEs . o 20 .
analysis disparities in firm survival and
growth.
Harmon & Effective digital strategies enable
11 Scotti USA Qualitative case Digital healthcare successful management and
(2025) analysis management profitable acquisition of women-
owned healthcare services SMEs.
. Innovative digital and social
Chatterjec & . Qualitative Digital sales & marketing strategies significantly
12 Sawant India . . . . ;
(2024) teaching case  social marketing  increase product adoption among
urban poor women.
Sanchez- Panel N ‘ Dlglta! innovations improve
. . Digital financial  financial and social outcomes of
13 Riofrio et al. Ecuador  regression .
. outcomes women-owned SMEs, despite
(2023) analysis

efficiency challenges.

Digital-driven leadership and
creativity significantly impact
sustainable development in
women-led businesses.

Shaaban
14 (2022) Egypt

Human capital

Survey (0=100) 410144 initiatives

Transition from nursing to

Memtpes & South Quahtg‘uve Nurse-led digital er'ltr'eprengu_rshlp. supported by
15 Maritz Africa thematic entreprencurshi digital training significantly
(2025) interviews PIENCUISIID o hances business acumen and

social impact.

Beyond operational gains, digital adoption fosters dynamic capabilities and business model
innovation, enabling SMEs to adapt to market volatility. Studies in China demonstrate that
digital technologies enhance resilience, innovativeness, and internationalization through
indirect exports, reinforcing the Resource-Based View (RBV) that emphasizes digital assets as
strategic resources (Huang & Ichikohji, 2024; Mullens & Shen, 2024).

Digital platforms also contribute to economic inclusion and empowerment. Fintech
adoption in India has expanded financial access for women entrepreneurs in informal sectors,
strengthening autonomy and sustainability (Avanesh & Zachariah, 2023), while digital sales
and social marketing strategies improve product adoption among urban poor women
entrepreneurs (Chatterjee & Sawant, 2024). However, persistent barriers—such as limited
capital access, low digital literacy, cultural constraints, and gender bias—continue to hinder
optimal digital adoption (Jabeen et al., 2019; Meng et al., 2021). Targeted interventions,
including university—industry collaboration and digital literacy training, have proven effective
in addressing these challenges (Murdiati et al., 2023; Irfan & Salam, 2020).
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Figure 10. Co-occurrence Network

Furthermore, digital innovation supports workforce management, compliance, and
organizational sustainability. The adoption of digital safety and compliance systems has been
shown to improve employee retention in women-owned enterprises (Lin et al., 2025), aligning
with Gender Empowerment Theory that emphasizes economic participation as a pathway to
empowerment (Shaaban, 2022).

Sector-specific evidence highlights the broader applicability of digital innovation. In
healthcare and veteran-led enterprises, digital platforms enhance managerial effectiveness,
business survival, and growth, supporting the Entrepreneurial Ecosystem framework (Harmon
& Scotti, 2025; Deming et al., 2025; Isenberg, 2010). Collaborative digital platforms further
enable value co-creation and consumer engagement, although strategic management of online
feedback remains essential (Sahi et al., 2022). Women’s readiness for e-commerce is strongly
influenced by technological exposure and education, underscoring the importance of capacity-
building initiatives (Yadav et al., 2023).

Overall, the evidence confirms that digital innovation significantly strengthens growth,
resilience, empowerment, and sustainability in women-owned SMEs across diverse contexts.
These findings, support the study’s hypothesis and reinforce the integrative theoretical
frameworks underpinning women’s entrepreneurship and digital transformation.

4) Gender Equality in SMEs

Gender equality significantly influences SME performance, organizational culture, and

women’s empowerment. The literature highlights key dimensions, including financial

inclusion, digital ecosystems, leadership, occupational health, and social support mechanisms
(Table 3).
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Table 3. Gender Equality & Women’s Empowerment Pathways

o Country / Equality .
No. Citation Context Methodology Dimension Key Findings
Access to finance, managerial
Ogundana et . . Grouqded theory Growth sk.ll-ls, an@ market insights
1 al. (2024) Nigeria  analysis (30 determinants critically influence the growth
) SMEs5) trajectory of women-owned
SMEs.
. Informal community-based
Thematic .
. financial schemes preferred due
Peter & Lo analysis of Informal vs formal o
2 Nigeria . . to trust, flexibility, and
Orser (2024) interviews finance . o g
(n=25) autonomy despite availability of
formal financial products.
Military networks significantly
Deming et al. Longitudinal Veteran reduce gender disparities in
3 USA . . : .
(2025) panel analysis  entrepreneurship  business survival among women
veteran entrepreneurs.
Women gain empowerment
Nguyen et al. .. Value-chain Relational prlmar}ly through relational
4 (2024) Vietnam analvsis empowerment strategies rather than
y P individualistic approaches within
agricultural value chains.
Enhancing women’s leadership
5 Shaaban Eovot Survey study Human capital & and creative skills directly
(2022) EYP (n=100) leadership contributes to achieving
sustainable development goals.
Nurses transitioning to social
Melptjles & South Qualitative - entre.:preneurshlp face unique
6 Maritz Africa thematic analvsis Career transitions barriers but find empowerment
(2025) y through supportive networks and
mentorship.
Secondary data Effective female leadership
Singh & . Yy Women leadership significantly enhances brand
7 India and media .
Goyal (2025) . & branding value, consumer engagement,
review o
and organizational growth.
Strict safety compliance
Lin et al. . Loglstlg Workforce safety P osmyely impacts V.vorl.<force
8 (2025) China regression & compliance retention and organizational
(n=598) P stability in women-owned
enterprises.
Occupational health training
Huynh et al. Qualitative CFIR Occupational significantly beneﬁts immigrant
9 USA women-owned nail salons,
(2024) framework health . . .
though implementation barriers
persist.
Richardson _ Urban agriculture Women in urban agriculture
10 et al. (2024) USA Survey (n=394) & training require diverse training
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o Country / Equality -

No. Citation Context Methodology Dimension Key Findings
opportunities and face
significant barriers, such as land
access.

Women-owned SMEs
Sanchez- Panel data Economic and demonstrate positive social
11 Riofrio et al. Ecuador reeression social outcomes  Outcomes, although they face
(2023) & efficiency and financial
performance challenges.
Women entrepreneurs show
12 Hariohay et Tanzania Survey analysis Community-based increased willingness to coexist
al. (2025) (n=150) incentives with wildlife when supported by
targeted conservation incentives.
. Logistic Gender equity in CSR mitiatives effectlygly
Uduji et al. Lo ) reduce gender inequalities,
13 Nigeria  regression resource . ; ; .
(2024) > increasing women’s roles in
(n=768) governance
natural resource governance.
Financial inclusion platforms
Avanesh & . . empower informal-sector
. . Financial
14 Zachariah India Case study inclusivit women entrepreneurs,
(2023) Y significantly increasing their
economic independence.
Digital ecosystems significantly
s Mullens & oy World Bank data i ccoyiems providing safer nnovaton
Shen (2024) analysis & Y p £

pathways through external
partnerships.

Access to finance remains a central determinant of women-owned SME growth. Studies in
Nigeria show that financial resources combined with managerial capability strongly shape
entrepreneurial outcomes, supporting Gender Empowerment Theory that emphasizes
economic participation as a foundation of empowerment (Ogundana et al., 2024; Shaaban,
2022). Preferences for informal and community-based financing further indicate the need for
context-sensitive financial inclusion strategies tailored to women entrepreneurs (Peter & Orser,
2024; Avanesh & Zachariah, 2023).

Digital ecosystems also play a vital role in reducing gender disparities by enabling safer
innovation, networking, and internationalization through indirect exports. These findings
reinforce the Resource-Based View, which emphasizes the strategic value of intangible assets
such as digital networks (Mullens & Shen, 2024). Relational empowerment within value chains
emerges as a critical pathway for advancing gender equality. Evidence from Vietnam’s
agricultural sector shows that collective and relational strategies are more effective than
individual approaches, aligning with Entrepreneurial Ecosystem theory that stresses systemic
interactions among actors and institutions (Nguyen et al., 2024; Isenberg, 2010).
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Women'’s leadership and human capital development further enhance SME sustainability
and market performance. Leadership capacity has been linked to creativity, brand value, and
progress toward the Sustainable Development Goals across diverse contexts (Shaaban, 2022;
Singh & Goyal, 2025). Equally important, occupational health and safety compliance improve
workforce stability and retention in women-owned enterprises, highlighting organizational
safety as a pillar of gender-equitable workplaces (Huynh et al., 2024; Lin et al., 2025). Career
transitions into entrepreneurship reveal persistent structural barriers, yet supportive networks
and mentorship significantly strengthen empowerment pathways, consistent with Gender
Empowerment Theory (Meintjies & Maritz, 2025). Training programs and community-based
incentives also promote women’s entrepreneurial participation while advancing broader
sustainability goals (Richardson et al., 2024; Hariohay et al., 2025).

Finally, institutional and network-based interventions—such as CSR initiatives and veteran
support systems—have proven effective in reducing gender disparities and improving business
survival and social outcomes (Uduji et al., 2024; Sanchez-Riofrio et al., 2023; Deming et al.,
2025).

Overall, the thematic analysis confirms that gender equality is a critical driver of SME
growth, resilience, and organizational performance, underscoring the importance of inclusive
finance, leadership development, occupational safety, and targeted institutional support in
fostering equitable entrepreneurial ecosystems.

5) Sustainability Practices & Business Growth

Sustainability practices significantly influence SME growth, enhancing operational
efficiency, market competitiveness, and resilience (Table 4). The review highlights various
sustainability dimensions, including environmental management, innovation platforms, social
enterprise models, and corporate social responsibility (CSR), thereby affirming the hypothesis
that sustainability integration has a positive impact on women-led SMEs.

Table 5. Sustainability Practices & Inclusive Growth

Country / Sustainability

No. Citation Context Methodology Focus Key Findings
) Logistic CSR and CSR initiatives .51gn1ﬁc.antly
1 Uduji et al. Nigeri . E address gender inequality and
(2024) leera regression cosystem enhance sustainable ecosystem
(n=768) Management

management.

Innovation platforms
Brown et al. . Multl-cguntry Conservation mgmﬁcantly support Wldespread
2 South Asia innovation . adoption of conservation
(2022) Agriculture . .
platform study agriculture practices,
empowering rural women.

Social service incentives

3 Hariohay et Tanzania Survey (n=150 Conservation- effectively increase local
al. (2025) households) based incentives =~ women's willingness to coexist
with wildlife.
4 Piabuo et al. Cameroon Comparative Community forest Few community forest
(2022) case study enterprises enterprises meet the criteria of
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o Country / Sustainability -
No. Citation Context Methodology Focus Key Findings
social enterprises, limiting their
sustainability impact.
Strategic management and
Harmon & Qualitative case Heqlthcare adaptive leadership s.1gn.1f1cantly
5 Scotti (2025) USA analvsis business enhance long-term viability and
Y sustainability market success of women-led
healthcare SMEs.
Chatterjee & oy Social marketing Somal marketmg significantly
. Qualitative improves adoption of
6 Sawant India . and waste . . .
teaching case sustainable hygiene practices
(2024) management
among urban poor women.
Enhanced financial access
Kassa & . . .
. Regression Innovation for strongly predicts SME
7  Kegne Ethiopia . . . g .
analysis (n=354) sustainable growth innovativeness, crucial for
(2025) .
sustainable growth.
Women's leadership
Shaaban Survey analysis Humgn capital for s1gr}1ﬁ?antly coptrlbutes to
8 (2022) Egypt (n=100) sustainable achieving sustainable
development development goals through
innovation and creativity.
Traditional and cultural
Yadav etal. .. AMOS SEM  Sustainability in ~ Practices significantly impact
9 India . sustainability and
(2023) survey handicraft sector . .
entrepreneurial success in the
handicraft industry.
. Women-owned SMEs
Sanchez- . Economic and o .
. Panel regression . significantly contribute to
10 Riofrio et al. Ecuador . social . g
(2023) analysis sustainabilit community sustainability
Y despite efficiency challenges.
Women growers face unique
1 Richardson USA Survey study  Urban agriculture sustainability challenges like
et al. (2024) (n=394) sustainability land access and need targeted
support.
Strong safety compliance
. Logistic . significantly enhances
Lin et al. . . Occupational . -
12 (2025) China regression safety compliance organizational stability and
(n=598) Y P employee retention in women-
led businesses.
. Informal community finance
Thematic . . .
13 Peter & Niceria analysis (n=25 Sustainable significantly enhances business
Orser (2024) £ ana‘ys financial access sustainability through trust and
interviews) .
flexible terms.
Mullens & . Panel data Digital innovation Digital ecosystems provide safer
14 China . for sustainable .
Shen (2024) analysis and sustainable pathways for
exports
( ]
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o Country / Sustainability -

No. Citation Context Methodology Focus Key Findings
internationalization among
women entrepreneurs.
Nurse-led social enterprises

Melptjles & South Quahtqtlve Nurse-led social s1gn1f1can.t1.y impact healthcare

15 Maritz Africa thematic entrepreneurshi sustainability through

(2025) analysis p P innovation and supportive

networks.

The integration of sustainability practices within SMEs has proven effective in enhancing
business growth, resilience, and competitiveness, particularly among women-led enterprises.
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) initiatives play a strategic role in simultaneously
addressing sustainability and gender inequality by reducing gender disparities and improving
ecosystem management, as evidenced in Nigeria, thus reinforcing the Entrepreneurial
Ecosystem perspective on inclusive and resilient growth (Uduji et al., 2024; Isenberg, 2010).

Innovation platforms and community-based incentives further support sustainability by
empowering women economically and environmentally. Multi-country innovation platforms
in conservation agriculture have facilitated the adoption of sustainable practices and improved
rural livelihoods, illustrating how innovative platforms function as strategic resources in line
with the Resource-Based View (Brown et al., 2022; Shaaban, 2022). Similarly, social service
incentives have increased women’s engagement in conservation-oriented entrepreneurship,
supporting Gender Empowerment Theories that emphasize economic incentives as key
empowerment mechanisms (Hariohay et al., 2025; Shaaban, 2022). However, evidence from
community forest enterprises in Cameroon reveals inconsistent sustainability outcomes,
highlighting the need for structured institutional support within entrepreneurial ecosystems
(Piabuo et al., 2022).

Strategic management, adaptive leadership, and human capital development are also
critical drivers of sustainability. Effective leadership enhances the long-term viability of
women-led healthcare SMEs and contributes to broader sustainability goals, demonstrating
leadership as a valuable intangible resource (Harmon & Scotti, 2025; Shaaban, 2022). Social
marketing initiatives further promote sustainable practices, particularly in improving hygiene
and community health among urban poor women (Chatterjee & Sawant, 2024). Additionally,
cultural authenticity strengthens sustainability and entrepreneurial success in sectors such as
handicrafts, reinforcing RBV through culturally informed business strategies (Yadav et al.,
2023).

Financial inclusion, institutional compliance, and digital innovation significantly reinforce
sustainable SME development. Improved access to finance enhances innovation capacity and
sustainable growth, aligning with Gender Empowerment Theories (Kassa & Kegne, 2025).
Occupational safety compliance improves organizational stability and workforce retention,
supporting sustainable management practices (Lin et al., 2025), while informal community-
based finance offers flexible, trust-based support systems that sustain women-owned SMEs
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(Peter & Orser, 2024). Digital ecosystems further enable sustainable internationalization
through external partnerships, highlighting digital assets as strategic resources (Mullens &
Shen, 2024). Finally, nurse-led social enterprises demonstrate how innovation and networks
contribute to healthcare sustainability, validating integrative frameworks that emphasize
networks and innovation as critical resources (Meintjies & Maritz, 2025).

6) Intersection of Gender, Digital, and Sustainability Dimensions

The intersection of gender equality, digital innovation, and sustainability significantly
strengthens the growth, resilience, and competitiveness of women-led SMEs by expanding
access to finance, enhancing operational efficiency, and fostering innovation. Digital financial
ecosystems play a central role in this integration, with FinTech platforms improving financial
literacy and inclusion among women entrepreneurs in India and China, while also enabling
safer internationalization pathways (Avanesh & Zachariah, 2023; Mullens & Shen, 2024).
However, persistent barriers to formal credit remain evident, particularly in emerging
economies, where women-owned SMEs face structural constraints in accessing capital,
necessitating inclusive financial reforms and adaptive ecosystem support (Chaudhuri et al.,
2020; Ogundana et al., 2024). Informal, community-based finance continues to mitigate these
challenges by offering trust-based and flexible financial solutions aligned with local
entrepreneurial contexts (Peter & Orser, 2024).

Adaptive financial management, leadership capability, and collaborative networks further
reinforce sustainable outcomes. Strategic financial management enhances the long-term
viability of women-led healthcare SMEs, highlighting adaptive capability as a critical internal
resource consistent with the Resource-Based View (Harmon & Scotti, 2025). University—
industry collaboration also improves access to resources and financial performance,
strengthening entrepreneurial ecosystems through institutional support (Murdiati et al., 2023).
Women’s financial leadership and structured networks, including veteran-oriented systems,
reduce gender disparities and improve business survival, reinforcing Gender Empowerment
Theories (Shaaban, 2022; Deming et al., 2025). Digital CRM systems and e-commerce
readiness further illustrate the synergy between digital adoption and sustainability, as
technological exposure and financial education significantly enhance performance and
competitiveness (Hadiyati et al., 2024; Yadav et al., 2023).

Despite these advances, sustainability challenges persist in agriculture and urban contexts,
where limited land access and financial constraints restrict women’s entrepreneurial potential,
underscoring the need for targeted policy interventions within entrepreneurial ecosystems
(Richardson et al., 2024). Capacity-building initiatives, particularly for women transitioning
from traditional professions, strengthen sustainable business models through improved
financial literacy and innovation networks (Meintjies & Maritz, 2025). Even amid efficiency
constraints, women-led SMEs continue to generate substantial social and community benefits,
demonstrating the broader societal value of integrating gender, digital, and sustainability
dimensions (Sanchez-Riofrio et al., 2023).
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Overall, the literature robustly confirms that the intersection of gender equality, digital
innovation, and sustainability constitutes a critical driver of SME growth, resilience, and
competitive positioning across diverse contexts.

b. Discussion

The analysis underscores the significant interconnectedness between digital innovation,
gender equality, and sustainability within the domain of women's entrepreneurship. Digital
innovation serves as a critical enabler for women entrepreneurs, empowering them with
improved access to information, broader market opportunities, and tools that enhance
operational efficiencies (Murdiati et al., 2023; Popovi¢-Panti¢ et al., 2020). This digital
empowerment, when combined with targeted gender equality initiatives, fosters inclusive
entrepreneurial environments that enable women to leverage their unique leadership styles and
competencies. This integration enables sustainable business practices and fosters innovative
solutions tailored to evolving market demands, ultimately yielding competitive advantages for
women-led SMEs (Dalal et al., 2022; Setyaningrum et al., 2023).

The identified success factors and barriers unique to women-owned SMEs highlight
systemic challenges and opportunities within entrepreneurial ecosystems. Access to capital
remains a pivotal determinant, with structural biases in financial institutions often
disadvantaging women entrepreneurs compared to their male counterparts (Shaaban, 2022;
Meng et al., 2021). Social networks and family support systems significantly influence
entrepreneurial success, providing essential resources and emotional backing critical to
overcoming institutional and cultural barriers (Hadiyati et al., 2024). Furthermore, adaptability
to market trends and proficiency in digital technologies are increasingly vital, underscoring the
importance of continuous skill development and strategic digital integration for sustainable
growth (Singh et al., 2021; Canelas et al., 2024).

Several research gaps persist, particularly regarding integrated approaches that holistically
address the intersections of gender, digital innovation, and sustainability. Many studies
predominantly employ quantitative methods, capturing broad trends but potentially
overlooking the qualitative nuances essential to understanding the complexities faced by
women entrepreneurs (Crane, 2021). There is an evident need for interdisciplinary and
intersectional frameworks that recognize how factors such as race, ethnicity, and
socioeconomic status intersect with gender, significantly influencing entrepreneurial outcomes
and experiences.

Geographic and contextual gaps also exist, limiting the comprehensiveness of current
research findings. Studies often overlook the distinct challenges and opportunities that women
entrepreneurs face in diverse geographic contexts, particularly when comparing developed and
developing regions (Murdiati et al., 2023). Cultural norms have a significant influence on
entrepreneurial activities, affecting women’s market entry opportunities and access to essential
resources. Therefore, comparative studies across regions are essential to capture these nuances
and inform context-specific policy recommendations (Nguyen et al., 2024; Hunt et al., 2019).
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Longitudinal and theoretical gaps further constrain the depth of current scholarship.
Existing research rarely explores the long-term impacts of integrating digital innovation,
gender equality, and sustainability practices within women-owned SMEs, limiting the
understanding of evolving dynamics and outcomes over time (Fernandez et al., 2023).
Theoretical frameworks integrating feminist perspectives, stakeholder theory, and the triple-
bottom-line approach can offer valuable insights into the long-term viability and impact of
these interconnected dimensions (Raman et al., 2022; Hunt et al., 2019).

Effective policies supporting digital innovation adoption among women entrepreneurs
must prioritize financial support mechanisms tailored explicitly for women-owned SMEs.
Grants, subsidies, and low-interest loans specifically designed to address women's unique
financial needs significantly stimulate entrepreneurial growth (Murdiati et al., 2023).
Policymakers should enhance financial literacy through targeted training programs, facilitating
effective utilization of digital tools and fostering a digitally empowered entrepreneurial base
(Crane, 2021). Additionally, fostering networks through governmental initiatives, such as
specialized entrepreneurial conferences, can strengthen collaboration and knowledge
exchange, further empowering women entrepreneurs and enhancing their market
competitiveness (Mallett et al., 2024).

To better support women-led SMEs, entrepreneurial ecosystems must develop inclusive
policies that address specific barriers, such as access to capital, education, and market entry.
Collaboration among governments, educational institutions, and the private sector is crucial in
establishing comprehensive resource and support networks specifically designed for women
entrepreneurs (Dalal et al., 2022). Ecosystem approaches should prioritize local community
engagement and mentorship programs, enabling women to build robust social capital and
access experiential learning opportunities, which are crucial for sustainable growth and
resilience (Mallett et al., 2024).

Practitioners are encouraged to adopt sustainable business strategies that concurrently
advance gender equality. Implementing environmentally sustainable practices alongside
flexible working arrangements can help women effectively manage dual roles in business and
family responsibilities, enhancing overall organizational performance and sustainability
(Setyaningrum et al., 2023). SMEs should invest in operational technologies that streamline
efficiency, reduce environmental impacts, and empower female employees through continuous
skill development (Shaaban, 2022). Prioritizing gender diversity in leadership positions and
decision-making processes can significantly boost innovation, employee satisfaction, and
profitability, underscoring the business case for gender-inclusive strategies within SMEs
(Jabeen et al., 2019).

In conclusion, the synthesis of findings emphasizes the robust interconnectedness of digital
innovation, gender equality, and sustainability, highlighting their collective impact on
enhancing women’s entrepreneurial capacities and SME growth. Addressing the identified
research gaps will require an integrated, intersectional, and interdisciplinary approach.
Policymakers and practitioners must collaborate to build supportive ecosystems that prioritize

1361

——
| —


https://e-jurnal.jurnalcenter.com/index.php/micjo/index
https://e-jurnal.jurnalcenter.com/index.php/micjo

Vol. 3 No. 1 Edisi Januari 2026 E. ISSN. 3032-2472
Multidisciplinary Indonesian Center Journal (MICJO)
Journal page is available to
https://e-jurnal.jurnalcenter.com/index.php/micjo
Email: admin@jurnalcenter.com

inclusive financial mechanisms, targeted educational initiatives, and sustainable business
practices, thus fostering resilient, equitable, and innovative entrepreneurial landscapes for
women globally.

4. CONCLUSION

This systematic literature review (SLR) examined the intersectionality of digital
innovation, gender equality, and sustainability practices within women-owned SMEs,
highlighting critical dimensions that shape entrepreneurial growth and resilience. The synthesis
of findings reveals a transparent interconnection among these three elements, collectively
enhancing the opportunities, competitiveness, and sustainability of women entrepreneurs.
Digital innovation significantly empowers women by facilitating access to crucial resources,
enhancing market reach, and streamlining business operations. Gender equality initiatives
further enhance these benefits by creating supportive environments and fostering diverse
leadership styles, which are essential for sustainable business practices.

The review addresses the initial research questions by detailing how digital innovation
practices influence SME competitiveness and gender equality, elucidating mechanisms through
which gender empowerment mediates technological adoption and sustainable business
performance. Moreover, the role of entrepreneurial ecosystems in supporting integrated
approaches was critically evaluated, revealing systemic barriers and success factors uniquely
affecting women entrepreneurs. Key barriers identified include limited access to capital,
entrenched systemic biases, and sociocultural constraints. In contrast, supportive networks,
targeted mentorship, and inclusive financial mechanisms have emerged as pivotal enablers.

Theoretically, this study contributes to existing entrepreneurship literature by integrating
perspectives from the Entrepreneurial Ecosystem framework, Gender Empowerment Theories,
and the Resource-Based View (RBV). These theoretical lenses collectively provide a
comprehensive understanding of how internal capabilities, external ecosystem factors, and
gender dynamics synergistically influence entrepreneurial outcomes. Specifically, the findings
enrich scholarly discourse by emphasizing the necessity for interdisciplinary frameworks that
capture the complexity of women's entrepreneurship beyond conventional boundaries.

Despite its contributions, the review has certain limitations. The exclusive reliance on
Scopus for article retrieval, although methodologically justified, potentially excludes valuable
insights available in other databases or grey literature. Additionally, the inherent
methodological diversity within the reviewed studies presented challenges for consistent
comparison and synthesis. Furthermore, the predominantly quantitative orientation in existing
research limits a deeper understanding of nuanced, contextual experiences of women
entrepreneurs across diverse sociocultural contexts.

Future research should address these limitations by exploring integrated, intersectional
methodologies that combine qualitative depth with quantitative rigor, providing more holistic
insights into women’s entrepreneurial experiences. Geographic and contextual gaps also
warrant further investigation, particularly through comparative studies between developed and
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developing regions, to tailor more context-specific policies and support mechanisms.
Longitudinal studies are recommended to understand the evolving impacts of digital
innovation, gender equality, and sustainability on women-led SMEs over extended periods.
Such approaches will enhance the robustness of entrepreneurial ecosystems, ensuring that
theoretical frameworks remain dynamic and responsive to real-world complexities.

In conclusion, this systematic literature review significantly advances the understanding
of how digital innovation, gender equality, and sustainability collectively enhance the
landscape of women's entrepreneurship. It underscores the critical importance of integrated and
contextually sensitive research, providing actionable insights for policymakers, practitioners,
and scholars committed to fostering inclusive, innovative, and sustainable entrepreneurial
ecosystems.
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