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Over the past three decades, there has been a phenomenal increase in Iranian
students in different levels of higher education. And according to the Iranian
Statistical Center as reflected by the media, women have overtaken men in entering
universities despite the fact that many of them do not get the opportunity to obtain
official jobs. Thus, some of the female university graduates opt for entrepreneurship
in order to participate in the socio-economic domain of the country. This study
aims to understand the narratives of women entrepreneurs regarding the impact of
higher education on their entrepreneurial activities. This is a qualitative research
based on phenomenological studies. To this aim, in-depth interviews were
conducted with 14 women entrepreneurs. Four main categories extracted include:
passion/boredom contradiction, university as a platform for transformation,
university as a medium for networking, and the academic field of creativity
potentials. Additionally, ten sub-categories were: getting rid of official formalities
and system subjugation as staff, nurturing or flourishing creativity and capability,
learning fundamentals of entrepreneurship, changes in vision, personality growth
and excellence, entrepreneurship and networking, entrepreneurial benefit from
diligence to networking, ability and interest convergence in education, and
educational guidance. The results indicate that universities are considered gateways
to entrepreneurship for female students. Therefore, providing the grounds for
establishing or connecting with various networks, promoting self-confidence and
morale, and helping students flourish in their abilities will lead to the advancement
of entrepreneurship among women and their social, family and individual status.
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INTRODUCTION

In labor market, women often experience limited access to formal employment
opportunities compared to men, despite similar educational qualifications. Recent
data from the Iranian Statistical Center reveals a significant contrast, indicating that
there are more than 20 million employed compared to only 3.5 million employed
women in the country (ISC, 2021). It seems that entrepreneurship plays a crucial
role in overcoming unemployment crisis and gets a job. Entrepreneurial action
represents a connected pattern of activities within a dynamic and evolutionary
process, driven by judgment and decision-making that is intertwined with
creativity. In other words, creativity is achieved by leveraging a distinct cognitive
style in collecting and using diverse information. Further, the mental capacity to
apply this information plays a crucial role in fostering creativity. Consequently,
there arises a need to establish an environment that actively encourages and
nurtures creativity and initiative. Thus, it can be said that the university setting is a
potential influencer on the creativity of its graduates. Consequently, this research
tries to respond to the following questions: What are the educational assets
possessed by female university students? And how do these educational assets
translate into entrepreneurial activities?

METHODOLOGY

The present study adopted a qualitative method, employing phenomenological and
interpretative approaches. Data collection was done through semi-structured
interviews. A purposive sampling technique was utilized, combined with a snowball
sampling method, to choose women entrepreneurs operating at micro and medium
levels. These entrepreneurs had completed their education at various higher
institutions, ranging from diploma to doctoral degrees, and were aged between 22
and 60 years. Each interview session had an average duration of 30 to 60 minutes,
during which the researcher endeavored to establish a supportive and empathetic
atmosphere for conversation. The study included a total of 14 interviewees, with all
possessing less than 10 years of entrepreneurial experience. A large part of the
interviewees' entrepreneurial activities relied on virtual space.

During the data analysis phase, the six-stage method proposed by Cresswell
(2015) was adopted. In the first stage, the recorded interviews and notes, reflecting
conditions expressed by the interviewees, were meticulously organized and
categorized. Moving on to the second stage, the data were thoroughly examined to
understand the ideas conveyed by the interviewees. Subsequently, each sentence,
word, or paragraph was subject to careful scrutiny, and a conceptual code was
assigned, aligned with the research topic and conceptual framework, to accurately
represent the underlying ideas embedded within the content during the data
analysis process. Following this, a thematic unit was considered for similar
descriptions in terms of content and situation. A thematic unit, in this context,
refers to a collection of descriptions that exhibit commonalities. Finally, the



obtained codes, after comparing, merging, or eliminating similar ones, were
systematically classified into three distinct levels: primary, main and sub-categories.

FINDINGS

The research findings include four main themes: "conflict between deliberation and
reproach”, "university as a platform for transformation", "university as a networking
nexus ", and "the potential of the academic field for fostering creativity",
additionally, there are ten sub-themes: "breaking free from bureaucratic and
administrative constraints’, "women’s inclination towards creativity’, "learning
entrepreneurship concepts’, "change of perception”, "personal growth and
excellence"”, "university and entrepreneurial networking", "entrepreneurial benefits
of paying attention to networking", "convergence of skills and interests in
education”, and "educational guidance". The in-depth interviews' analysis unveils
the pivotal role of university in shaping the quality and advancement of
entrepreneurial endeavors among female students. The educational assets acquired
by women entrepreneurs during their educational journey extend beyond academic
subjects and significantly influence their social, familial, and individual status,
proving to be advantageous for aspiring female entrepreneurs.

CONCLUSION

As a whole, the research underscored the vital role of university as a platform for
establishing and engaging in communication networks, which substantially
contribute to an entrepreneur's success and progress. This also as Kirzner believes
that entrepreneurship entails a combination of boldness, imagination,
determination, and willpower (Kirzner, 1983:150). In the course of this research, the
interviewees too demonstrated the essential attributes of boldness, imagination,
determination, and willpower while narrating their entrepreneurial journey.
Moreover, these capabilities were further strengthened as they advanced in their
entrepreneurial pursuits, with university playing a crucial role in fostering an
environment conducive to cultivating and reinforcing these attributes. The study
also emphasized that individual's insights and attitudes towards entrepreneurship
are influential not only in entrepreneurial advancement but play a decisive role in
shaping the behavior and decision of entrepreneurs. Psychological aspects,
including motivation, interest, self-esteem, self-confidence, and attitude of others,
significantly influence entrepreneurs and their overall success as corroborated by
the research of Karimi and Johari (2013). Based on the findings, it can be inferred
that the presence of robust communication networks is significantly associated with
the educational background and level as well as the optimal utilization of university
resources, particularly by tapping into the capacities of student organizations and
academic associations. Importantly, the study indicates that there are no limits to
forming these communication networks, and they can be effectively established
virtually by accessing specialized educational resources to maximize their benefits.
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NOVELTY

This research employs qualitative research method through in-depth interviews to
explore the narratives of female entrepreneurs concerning the impact of higher
education and university degrees on their entrepreneurial endeavors.
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