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Running Their Own Show: Malaysian Women Entrepreneurs’ Kaleidoscope Careers
Abstract

Purpose. Considerable research has been conducted to highlight women’s career decisions to opt-out of corporate positions, but little is said about those who leave to become entrepreneurs. In this study, we theorize kaleidoscope career parameters in relation to entrepreneurship stages and demonstrate the role of macro-national context (i.e., government initiatives and cultural practices) in women entrepreneurs’ career choices.
Design/methodology/approach. We interviewed 34 Malaysian women entrepreneurs (MWEs) who were established in their careers and explored the following two research questions: (a) what career parameters are prioritized at different entrepreneurship stages? and (b) how does macro-national context influence women entrepreneurs’ careers? 
Findings. Adopting a kaleidoscope career lens, we show that authenticity was prioritized during the initial entrepreneurship stage, while balance and challenge were prioritized during the establishment and business advancement stages, respectively. We demonstrate that government support was conducive to women’s decision to opt-in and stay in the entrepreneurship path. Our findings also denote that cultural practices facilitated women’s pursuit of entrepreneurship by encouraging family members to support women entrepreneurs in their career choices and actions.

Originality. Our qualitative approach enabled us to specify the context-specific meaning women entrepreneurs in our study associated with authenticity, balance, and challenge. In doing so, this research extends the kaleidoscope career model to better understand women’s career patterns at different entrepreneurship stages.
Keywords: Business owners; Entrepreneur; Kaleidoscope career; Women’s career; New careers 

Introduction

One out of every five businesses in Malaysia is owned by a woman (Babulal, 2017), and 20% of Malaysian women of working age are engaging with early-stage entrepreneurial activities, compared to 23% of Malaysian men (GEM, 2018). According to the 2017-2018 Global Entrepreneurship Report, in Malaysia, there was a narrower gap between male and female participation in entrepreneurship compared to many other countries (ranked ten among the 54 countries included in the report); and Malaysia stood higher than the United States (34th), Australia (39th), Japan (50th), Egypt (52nd), and Iran (31st) (GEM, 2018). This vibrant environment for female entrepreneurs is not accidental. Since 2000, the Malaysian government has led a number of initiatives that reinforce and support women’s engagement in entrepreneurial activities (APEC, 2002; EPU, 2010). This makes Malaysia an interesting context to study women entrepreneurs and to explore their career trajectories in relation to their macro-contextual contingencies. 

While there is a significant body of research examining women's careers, the phenomenon of entering and staying in entrepreneurship is relatively under‐explored. Considerable research has been conducted to highlight women’s career decisions to opt-out of corporate positions (Frkal and Criscione-Naylor, 2020; Mainiero and Sullivan, 2005), but little is said about those who leave to become entrepreneurs 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Mainiero and Sullivan, 2006; Terjesen, 2005; Wheadon and Duval-Couetil, 2019)
. Many of the existing efforts that examine women entrepreneurs have been devoted to documenting differences between men and women entrepreneurs—particularly the obstacles faced by women business owners 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Castellaneta et al., 2020; Jennings and Brush, 2013; Gupta et al., 2020)
. Most of these studies focus on early-stage entrepreneurship (Wannamakok and Chang, 2020), which excludes women who are running more-established businesses and does not address women’s career patterns at different stages. Women’s career experiences can be examined across different entrepreneurial stages that reflect the lifecycle of the business over time, rather than over women’s life stages (Levie and Lichtenstein, 2010). Less is known about how macro-context arrangements—particularly those that encourage women entrepreneurship—might influence women's career choices (Thébaud, 2015). 
Our research examines women's career patterns through a kaleidoscope career lens 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Sullivan, 1999; Sullivan and Baruch, 2009; Sullivan and Mainiero, 2008)
, recognizing the changing priority given to authenticity, balance, and challenge throughout their entrepreneurship experience. The impact of macro-national context on women’s career choices is also highlighted by building on the specialized scholarship on women entrepreneurship that has advocated for incentives for women’s participation in entrepreneurial activities to be embedded in macro-context arrangements, such as normative support and culture 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Elam and Terjesen, 2010; Hughes et al., 2012)
. In so doing, we respond to the longstanding call to empirically examine the KCM model in nonwestern contexts (e.g., Sullivan and Baruch, 2009; Mainiero and Sullivan, 2006; Sullivan and Mainiero, 2008).   
In this study, we theorize kaleidoscope career parameters in relation to women entrepreneurship and demonstrate the role of macro-national context (i.e., government initiatives including business incubation programs, childcare and financial support, and cultural practices, such as common use of domestic help and living close to extended family) in women entrepreneurs’ career choices. We conducted in‑depth interviews with 34 Malaysian women entrepreneurs (MWEs) who were established in their careers, and we explored the following two research questions: “What career parameters are prioritized at different entrepreneurship stages?” and “How does macro-national context influence women entrepreneurs’ careers?”

Our work makes three important contributions to career scholarship. First, we demonstrate that authenticity was prioritized during the initial entrepreneurship stage, and balance and challenge were prioritized during the establishment and business advancement stages, respectively. Therefore, our research extends the kaleidoscope career model (KCM) to better understand women’s career patterns at different entrepreneurship stages. Second, our qualitative approach enabled us to specify the context-specific meaning women entrepreneurs in our study associated with authenticity, balance, and challenge. We specify that government support was conducive to women’s decisions to opt-in and stay in the entrepreneurship path. For example, initiatives such as business incubation programs and childcare and financial support enabled women to prioritize their authenticity career parameter at the early stage of their business ownership. Third, we show that cultural context facilitated women’s pursuit of entrepreneurship by encouraging family members to support women entrepreneurs in their career choices and actions.
Literature Review

Careers of Women Entrepreneurs  

Throughout their careers, women are more likely than men to move in and out of the paid employment due to their caring roles, such as child rearing and elderly care (Sullivan and Mainiero, 2008). These disruptions and absences from the workforce tend to result in shorter job tenure, less accumulated experience, and lower earnings compared to their male counterparts (O’Neill and Jepsen, 2019). Some researchers have associated women’s decisions to take career breaks with the need for work-life balance (Darcy et al., 2012). Other scholars have drawn attention to structural issues, such as inflexible jobs, low opportunity for advancement, and discrimination in the workplace, that push women out of the workforce 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Barbulescu and Bidwell, 2013; Lim and Mohd Rasdi, 2019; Mainiero and Sullivan, 2006; Thébaud, 2015)
. Studies have also highlighted that cultural expectations to conform to traditional gender roles may account for women’s decisions to opt-out of corporations (Frkal and Criscione-Naylor, 2020). However, we know little about women who leave corporate positions to become entrepreneurs, and even less about those who stay on the entrepreneurship path 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
( Heilman and Chen, 2003; Sullivan et al., 2007; Terjesen, 2005; Wheadon and Duval-Couetil, 2019)
.  

Research has shown that, worldwide, women are less likely than men to be involved in the process of starting a business (Cardella et al., 2020). Although women business owners are similar to men counterparts across basic demographic and business characteristics, women entrepreneurs tend to differ with respect to financial, human, and social capital and resources (Kim et al., 2006). In general, businesses owned by women tend to be financed at a lower level and by different means than those headed by men (Fackelmann et al., 2020). Also, women are less likely to have the relevant work and managerial experience that are crucial for the recognition and pursuit of a market opportunity and for business goal setting (Renzulli et al., 2000).

A limited number of scholars have begun to examine the role of macro-national context in explaining the rates of women’s engagement in entrepreneurial activities (Thébaud, 2015). Existing studies have reported that women’s rate of participation in early-stage entrepreneurship is higher in countries where normative support for women entrepreneurs is greater (Baughn et al., 2006), and the number of women in managerial positions and business leadership roles is higher 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Minniti and Naudé, 2010; Elam and Terjesen, 2010)
. Some studies have critiqued the dominant individualistic accounts, which ignore cultural orientations, such as collectivism, that may impact women’s business activities (Jennings and Brush, 2013). Collectivism, especially at the in-group level, can facilitate women entrepreneurship because of a tight network of relationships with family and close friends (Bullough et al., 2017) and resource mobilization (Aldrich & Cliff, 2003). We build on these lines of research by theorizing how macro-national context—specifically government initiatives (e.g., business incubation programs and childcare and financial support) and cultural practices (e.g., common use of domestic help and living close to extended family) aimed at supporting women entrepreneurs—impact women’s career experiences.
The Kaleidoscope Career Model
Since entrepreneurs take ownership of their careers and make decisions independent of an organization, their careers are best explained by contemporary career models, rather than by traditional ones 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Terjesen, 2005; Zikic and Ezzedeen, 2015)
. “Contemporary (or new) career” is an umbrella term for a variety of concepts, including kaleidoscope (Mainiero and Sullivan, 2005), boundaryless (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996), protean 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Gubler et al., 2014; Hall, 2004)
, and post corporate careers (Peiperl and Baruch, 1997). The defining feature of contemporary careers is a focus on the individual's personal developmental journey, with the individual determining, their career path rather than following an employer-determined route 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Heslin, 2005; Wiernik and Kostal, 2019)
. The contemporary career models also explain how employment relationships have moved away from long‐term and permanent to part‐time and contractual work that is often short and transactional 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Hall, 2004; Baruch and Vardi, 2016; Baruch et al., 2015)
. 
Since the majority of career models have been developed around men’s career experiences, very few of them are useful for understanding women's career choices and patterns 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Elley-Brown, 2011; Khilji and Pumroy, 2019)
. Among the existing contemporary models, the KCM has been found to fit women’s careers well (Mainiero and Sullivan, 2005). It was originally developed from the observation that an alarmingly high number of highly skilled women were opting out of pathways to senior executive positions (Mainiero and Sullivan, 2005). The KCM proposes that career choices are defined by three parameters: 
“(a) authenticity, in which individuals make choices that permit them to be true to themselves; (b) balance, whereby individuals strive to achieve equilibrium between work and nonwork demands (e.g., family, friends, personal interests); and (c) challenge, involving individuals’ needs for stimulating work (e.g., responsibility, autonomy) as well as career advancement” (Sullivan, 2011, p. 129). 
As individual’s work and life context changes, emphasis on these parameters also changes (Sullivan et al., 2007). In other words, authenticity reflects career choices that suit who the person is; balance highlights the career decisions that enable achieving balance between work and family life; and challenge concerns experiences that satisfy the need for exciting or stimulating work, as well as opportunities for change and new responsibilities (Sullivan and Mainiero, 2008). Although these three parameters interact throughout people’s careers, individuals tend to prioritize one parameter or another at different times during their career 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Sullivan and Baruch, 2009; Sullivan and Mainiero, 2008)
. While KCM suits the understanding of women’s career patterns, some research has shown that KCM explains men’s career experiences as well (e.g., Howes and Goodman-Delahunty, 2015; Mainiero and Gibson, 2018; Mainiero and Sullivan, 2006; O’Connor and Crowley-Henry, 2020).
The KCM puts women’s career in the foreground, and suggests that the levels of authenticity, balance, and challenge depend on an individual’s life stage (Sullivan et al., 2007). This study broadens the application of the KCM by utilizing it to examine the re-arrangement of career parameters across entrepreneurship stages, rather than life stages. Entrepreneurship stages reflect business growth phases and explain that business development manifests a few distinct stages through which businesses pass as they age (Levie and Lichtenstein, 2009). Although, the notion of entrepreneurship stages has been used as a strong foundation to understand entrepreneurship research and practice, there is little consensus about the number of stages and the activities involved at each stage (Levie and Lichtenstein, 2009). From existing research we know that during the initial stages, people pursuing entrepreneurship transition into becoming business owners as they pull ideas and resources together and plan ventures (Kim et al., 2006). As business owners accumulate experience, expanding their aspirations for growing the business and their propensity to innovate (Fackelmann et al., 2020). 
The original KCM was proposed based on the results of five different studies with more than 3,000 professional workers in the USA, a developed country with a highly individualistic culture (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005). Since then, the model has been empirically examined in Ireland (O’Connor and Crowley-Henry, 2020), Australia (Howes and Goodman-Delahunty, 2015; Leberman and Shaw, 2015), and New Zealand (Hurst, Leberman, and Edwards, 2018), despite multiple calls by researchers to adopt the model in nonwestern contexts (Sullivan and Baruch, 2009; Sullivan and Mainiero, 2008). Other KCM researchers have pointed out the importance of conducting studies beyond the traditional work contexts and western individualistic cultures (Mainiero and Gibson, 2018; Savickas, 2003). This call has been partially addressed by scholars from nonwestern countries, such as Japan (Futagami and Helms, 2009), Greece (Mouratidou and Grabarski, 2021), and Kazakhstan (Kuzhabekova and Lee, 2018). In our study, by focusing on Malaysia, we respond to the call to empirically examine the KCM model in nonwestern and collectivist contexts (e.g., Sullivan and Baruch, 2009). Prior studies have demonstrated that women entrepreneurs’ engagement in entrepreneurship depends on macro-context contingencies (Thébaud, 2015). We argue that researching KCM in Malaysia, a developing country with a highly collectivist culture, offers a unique opportunity to unpack how our participants’ macro-national context shapes the meaning of KCM parameters. 
Context of the Study
Although worldwide, the percentage of women who decide to pursue entrepreneurship is lower than that of men, this difference is less as the country’s level of development increases 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Minniti, 2010; Moreira et al., 2019)
. As a result, research based on developed countries often associates women entrepreneurship with the realization of autonomy, equality, self-actualization, and work-nonwork balance 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Alkhaled and Berglund, 2018; Braches and Elliott, 2016; Gherardi, 2015)
. However, studies conducted in less developed countries found that entrepreneurship among women is often considered as a means to survive, be empowered, and move out of poverty 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Bruton et al., 2013; Kakabadse et al., 2018; Minniti and Naudé, 2010; Murzacheva et al., 2019; Sutter et al., 2019)
. Malaysia, being a middle income, developing economy in Southeast Asia, but ranking high for women’s active engagement, offers an interesting ground to explore the dynamics of women entrepreneurs’ careers. 

Malaysia is one of the few countries in which females and males are equally active in entrepreneurial activities, and it holds seventh place among the 54 countries covered in the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) in terms of women’s active engagement in entrepreneurship. Furthermore, Malaysia scored second highest in opportunity-motivated female Total early-stage Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA) (GEM, 2018). In other words, Malaysian women are predominantly lured into entrepreneurship by the opportunities available to them, rather than pushed into entrepreneurship by poverty 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Sutter et al., 2019; Minniti and Naudé, 2010)
. 
Malaysia has a highly collectivist culture (Noordin et al., 2002), in which large networks of family support exist, and individuals are encouraged to seek help from family members. Due to the availability of support, higher levels of work-family balance have been reported in some collectivist cultures (Allen et al., 2015). Also, as a collectivist culture, in Malaysia, entrepreneurs may consider their employees as family and offer support in exchange for loyalty and commitment (Triandis, 1995).
The Malaysian economy shifted from an agriculture and mining economy in the 1970s to an industrial economy in the 1980s. From 2000 onwards, the Malaysian government has focused on transforming the country into a high-income and knowledge-based economy (EPU, 2010). Aligned with its national agenda to strive for high-income economic status, the Malaysian government is implementing its Tenth Malaysia Plan (2011-2015) (EPU, 2010), which initiated measures to leverage women’s contribution to the country’s economy and social development, called for women’s participation in the economy—specifically in decision making positions—and encouraged women to engage in entrepreneurial activities. This move illustrates that, despite being a developing country, Malaysia has made progressive development in terms of engaging women in its economy. 

Methodology
We adopted an interpretive qualitative method, which seeks to understand “how people interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (Merriam 2009: 23). Interpretive research generates in-depth accounts that fit the study of careers and facilitates analyses of “the relationship between careers and the social contexts in which they are embedded” (Cohen et al., 2004: 407). Therefore, this approach fits our aim to explore what constitutes the career parameters of women entrepreneurs in their macro-national context.

Participant Identification and Demographics 
We obtained a list of 172 women entrepreneurs from a public business directory that featured women-owned Malaysian exporting firms. The Malaysia Women in Export Directory was compiled by the Malaysia External Trade Development Corporation (MATRADE), which is the national trade promotion agency of Malaysia, under the Ministry of International Trade and Industry. The directory “is a recognition of the excellence of Malaysian women in export business” (MATRADE, 2011). We initially contacted all the women entrepreneurs listed in the directory by email, and we provided them with a thorough explanation of the study’s purpose and procedure. We also asked potential participants to extend our invitation to other women entrepreneurs they knew who were performing at a similar level. Through this procedure, 34 women entrepreneurs, agreed to participate in the study. Twenty-seven of the participants were from the initial list that featured female entrepreneurs, and seven were introduced by those who agreed to participate in the study. 

Our participants were business owners from a variety of industries, including manufacturing, wholesale, retail, and services, who owned small and medium-sized businesses with the number of employees ranging from three to 130. Appendix 1 provides a summary of participants’ profiles. Twenty-seven participants were married at the time of the interview, five were single, and two were divorced. Three participants were in their 30s, 11 were in their 40s, six were in their 50s, and two were in their 70s; the remaining nine participants preferred not to tell us their exact age. In the cultural context of Malaysia, it could be considered impolite to ask the exact age of women in a conversation. The researcher allowed participants to voluntarily share their age when they introduced themselves and assigned an age range to those who did not mention their age based on their years of work experience as entrepreneurs. On average, our participants had two to three children (79 children/29 mothers = 2.7), with 18 of them having children below 12 years old. Thirty-one participants had initiated the business they owned, and three owned businesses initiated by others; 23 participants launched their business after 2000, when the Malaysian national policy reforms began driving towards a high-income and knowledge-based economy (EPU, 2010). Among the 34 participants, 30 of them owned more than 50% of the business, among whom five owned 100% of the business. Our participants had an average of 15 years work experience owning and running a business (70% had worked at least 10 years as entrepreneurs). 
Data Collection

We adopted a semi-structured interview technique to collect data and developed an interview protocol that focused on three themes: (a) participants’ motivations for becoming entrepreneurs; (b) their work and nonwork lived experiences as entrepreneurs; and (c) enabling and restraining factors throughout their entrepreneurship journey (see questions in Appendix 2). Upon receiving ethical approval, the interviews were conducted by the first author, who speaks three languages: 22 interviews were conducted in English, a widely used language in Malaysia; seven interviews were conducted in Mandarin, and five in Bahasa Malaysia. On average, the interviews lasted one hour. With permission of the participants, all interviews were recorded and saved in a non-public, password-protected file, accessible only to the research team. To protect our participants’ privacy and confidentiality, we removed names and any other identifiers such as reference to location or name of the business from the transcripts.   
Data Organization and Analysis
We transcribed the interviews verbatim, which resulted in 594 pages of text (Arial 10, 1.15-line spacing). Initially, our project focused on the entrepreneurship trajectories and work-life balance experiences of the MWEs (as shown in the interview guide). Although we had mainly focused on work-life balance in our interview questions, during the data analysis stage, we encountered repetitive examples that centered on authenticity and challenge. We investigated the contemporary career literature and examined initial codes and emerging categories against multiple career perspectives (e.g., Hirschi, 2012), which confirmed that the KCM model could accommodate the majority of the codes we had generated. Then, we reviewed the empirical literature examining the KCM model and found that our informants’ experiences with authenticity, balance, and challenge were heavily context-based and dependent on both entrepreneurship stages and the Malaysian macro context (e.g., government initiatives and support culture from extended family). 
Once we realized that the data lends itself to the KCM model, we took a series of steps informed by the constant comparative method (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) to complete the data analysis. The constant comparative method involves assigning labels to specific units of text to capture their meaning, all the while remaining flexible to new codes that might appear in subsequent data (Charmaz, 2014; Charmaz, 2006). Step one involved creating units of analysis, where the data was read one line at a time while identifying relevant references (i.e., words, phrases) used by participants. During this step, the data was reduced to a large number of references in the participant’s language, which were used to develop our sub-categories (Charmaz, 2006; Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Step two involved sorting the references into broader categories of similar statements or into categories based on the properties of sub-category codes that were similar and distinct (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Step three involved grouping, where the data was concentrated by arranging similar categories into a narrower set of general themes. Step four involved theoretical incorporation, where the categories were further aggregated into higher-order thematic units; these units were grouped based on the KCM model and women entrepreneurship literature. Step five involved examining the themes in relation to one another and identifying themes that were important to illuminate the impact of macro context on the interviewees’ career decisions and actions.
Findings
While each of the MWEs’ career narratives was unique, there were commonalities across their entrepreneurship experiences that we captured in our findings. In this section, we describe kaleidoscope career parameters that our participants prioritized at three different entrepreneurship stages to maintain their careers over time. Demonstrating the changing priority given to KCM parameters, the MWEs re-arranged authenticity, balance, and challenge during the initial, establishment, and growth stages. As presented below, at each stage, we identified context-grounded meaning that the MWEs associated with authenticity, balance, and challenge. In addition, we highlight the role of the government initiative and cultural practices in influencing women entrepreneurs’ career choices and actions within the narrated text. A framework of our participants’ career experience is illustrated in Figure 1. Following, we describe our findings along with representative quotations from interview transcripts (for additional quotations see Appendix 3). 

----------------------------------------

Insert Figure 1 about here

----------------------------------------

Initial Stage: Start with Authenticity

Throughout their entrepreneurship journey, the MWEs identified with authenticity, which meant being true to themselves and taking business actions that aligned with their personal values and desires. However, prioritizing authenticity over the other KCM parameters occurred during the initial stage when the MWEs decided to embark on an entrepreneurship path. Participants’ narratives of authenticity demonstrate how a supportive environment facilitated women’s decision to opt-in to entrepreneurship, allowing them to re-arrange KCM parameters to prioritize authenticity. 
Running my own show 
The majority of the MWEs said they decided to become entrepreneurs to be able to “run their own show,” as we have labeled it. Running the business show not only included the backstage activities and decisions, but also gave the MWEs the opportunity to present themselves on stage and to be seen. In a few cases, the MWEs’ decision to become an entrepreneur was made after they did an outstanding job in the projects they engaged with and made a significant contribution to the company that employed them at the time. 
I only decided to become an entrepreneur when I achieved the turnaround of the company I worked for. [I thought] if I can turnaround a company, that means I can [have my own business]… I also realized the potential of the product [for a different market in that industry]. (MWE24, steel manufacturer, married) 

Experiences such as the one described in the quotation above motivated them to rethink their role in the business and gave them confidence to consider unleashing their business talent via owning a business. In other cases, the decision to become an entrepreneur gradually emerged as the MWEs were dissatisfied with playing a key role in their workplace without being recognized for it, were frustrated with being a housewife, or were prohibited from being who they wanted to be and from doing what they preferred to do. Running their own show offered a platform for the MWEs to showcase their talent and fulfill themselves, while being recognized for it. It also gave them more freedom and financial independence.
Being independent, to be able to make decision on my own, to see… how far I can go, that is [what I want]... I don’t know how to ask for money from my husband. I really don’t know how… I am so used to [being independent], I have money to buy whatever I want. You don’t question what I buy. It’s the freedom that I want. (MWE5, cosmetics retailer, married)

We argue that in addition to our participants’ personal experiences and advanced qualifications, the following contextual factors created an environment in which the MWEs could develop thoughts about having their own business and put them into action. The first facilitator was the mature nature of women entrepreneurship in Malaysia, as compared to other countries in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN; OECD & ASEAN, 2017). Other factors assisting MWEs were recent government initiatives targeting an increase in the percentage of women-owned high-growth enterprises (OECD & ASEAN, 2017). 

Twenty-four MWEs had business partners (e.g., husband, family member, or acquaintances from their previous employment) who played critical roles in enabling them to thrive and overcome difficulties during the initial stages of launching their businesses. All married MWEs highlighted the importance of having an understanding and supportive spouse who enabled them to embark on an entrepreneurship journey. Compared to their counterparts in other Islamic countries, such as Pakistan and Bangladesh where strict traditional Islamic social norms still apply (e.g., signature of husband or a male relative is required for a loan) (Lindvert et al., 2017), Muslim WMEs in Malaysia could operate in a more supportive environment. However, they are still expected to adhere to certain Islamic guidelines in pursuing their careers; for example, the permission of the wali (guardian, usually the husband or father) has to be obtained to become an entrepreneur and to socialize out of office hours (Azmi, 2017; Foley, 2017). Of our participants, 41% were Muslim and most of them asserted that their husbands supported them in their entrepreneurship activities. 

Husband’s support is very important. Because if he says “no, you can’t do that, you can’t travel, you can’t leave the baby,” it’s going to be difficult for me. (MWE10, women apparel manufacturer and retailer, married)

Doing good

Some MWEs shared with us how initiating a business was aligned with their values and beliefs, because it allowed them to address the unemployment issue among women and senior citizens. The MWEs identified entrepreneurship as an ideal career because it enabled them to grow and help others grow as well. Our participants believed that if their employees, suppliers, clients, and business partners develop and do well, they would collectively do well. 

A few MWEs produced healthcare products in their business (e.g., herb-based health supplements, organic soap, and plant-based skincare products), contributed to their nation’s education and health, or maintained their cultural traditions through their business. Our participants perceived such businesses to be good because they gave them the opportunity to contribute to their country while making a profit. 

If I do not step back to become the manufacturer, this traditional herbal knowledge will be slowly disappearing in the market; this herbal industry will be out from the market. (MWE20, health supplement manufacturer, single)  

Malaysia has a collectivist culture (Noordin et al., 2002) where group orientation and shared goals are valued (Triandis, 1995). This collectivist culture was manifested in how the MWEs felt responsible for their employees and their growth, as well as having a positive impact on their society through their business and their entrepreneurship activities. Other than fulfilling their own needs, the MWEs worked hard to sustain their business to ensure the long-term employment of their employees, as well as the sustainability of their clients and suppliers’ businesses. Doing good was evident in their business decisions as illustrated below,

“What will happen if I fail?” Cause you know, we have so many staff here… They have their families and I always consider that I'm responsible for their rice bowl, so that helps me keep focus… When all the factories started moving to China after that [economic] downturn, I stayed here because I have to give jobs to people. (MWE6, women apparel manufacturer and retailer, married)

Establishment Stage: Manage with Balance
Our analysis demonstrated that the MWEs, once better established in their entrepreneurship role compared to early stages, were able to prioritize balance between their personal and professional lives. Participants’ narratives reflected that prioritizing balance over other KCM parameters was leveraged by the flexible nature of their job, the possibility to delegate responsibilities, and the support available to them. 
Fulfilling family needs and happiness 

When talking about balance, in many instances the MWEs referred to their children’s, husband’s, and extended family members’ happiness, and they did not directly discuss how they juggled different spheres of their lives as individuals. Although this interpretation of balance might be common among women everywhere in the world, we partially attribute it to Malaysia’s collectivist culture, in which collective needs and happiness are prioritized over individual needs and happiness 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Markus and Kitayama, 1991; Mortazavi et al., 2009)
. 
Aligned with the existing literature 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Duberley and Carrigan, 2012; Lewis Kate et al., 2015)
, despite being a demanding career, the flexible nature of entrepreneurship allowed our participants to prioritize balance once they were more established in their career. For example, when needed, they could leave their work early, start late, or take mid-day breaks to attend family contingencies. 
The advantage of having your own business is the flexibility of time. At least, I can still manage the children. Of course, it’s very tough, juggling around, rushing… But it helps a lot. If you work for others, you are tied down and you’re very stress[ed] when it is time to pick up children [from school]. (MWE13, plastic manufacturer, married)  

Despite the flexible nature of their job, the majority of the MWEs asserted that receiving support from husbands and extended family leveraged the balance between their personal and professional lives and enabled them to stay on the entrepreneurship path. Had the MWEs not been able to fulfill their family responsibilities, the chances of maintaining a business would have been low. Some MWEs gave us examples of the times they stretched themselves too far, which led to their experiencing work-family conflict.

If you’re a responsible person, your top priority is your staff’s salary, then you have to answer to the government in terms of KWSP (Employees' Provident Fund), income tax and blah blah blah and all these can drive you nuts, and it can cause you… if you are not a strong person, you bring all this back to the family, it’s bound to cause a family problem. (MWE7, owner of IT training company, married)
Delegating responsibility 

Some MWEs mentioned that owning their business allowed them to delegate responsibilities and ease burdens when needed, which helped them manage business and family commitments. However, they needed to be strategic about it, because over-delegation could put their business at risk. In addition, the majority of our participants mentioned that they delegated domestic responsibilities to live-in or part-time domestic helpers. Domestic helpers are relatively inexpensive and common in Malaysia, so that even a middle-class household could afford them (Au et al., 2019). These helpers carried out a wide-range of household chores, including cooking, cleaning, laundry, and childcare in the MWEs’ family domain, which helped them balance business and family demands. 

Flexibility and work-nonwork balance was never my concern because I have maids to help me at home… I have [had] maids since I had my first baby. Even until today [that] my children have grown up, I still have maids to help me at home. She helps me in everything in the house, just like a PA (personal assistant) in the office. She has been with me for the past thirteen years. (MWE5, cosmetics retailer, married)

In addition, the financial gains of becoming a more established entrepreneur enabled the MWEs to enroll their children in various afterschool programs and activities that facilitated childcare. In Malaysia, beside normal schools, there are public boarding schools that are free and require excellent academic achievement; however, private boarding schools that charge fees are widely available as well. These boarding schools are highly favored among working parents, as the children are taken care of by the school full time. Some MWEs enrolled their teenage children in private boarding schools, which helped with balance during the establishment stage of their career. 

Every day they have something. Today piano, tomorrow violin, the next day drum. And two of them are in boarding school… So, there are [a] full [range] of activities ... We fill [the time] up. (MWE9, owner of tuition center and language center, cosmetic retailer, married)

Despite the delegation of responsibilities using their financial resources, the MWEs still benefited from support from extended family to be able to stay on their entrepreneurship paths without facing too many issues with childcare or household responsibilities. Aligned with other Asian countries’ collectivist cultures, where individuals are encouraged to seek help from large networks of family support (Allen et al., 2015), Malaysian professional women receive extensive help from their parents and parents-in-laws. Also, staying with or living within a close distance to one’s extended family is common in Malaysia, which makes it possible to access support from extended family members. This support ranged from preparing home-cooked meals, to sharing the burden of household chores, acting as drivers and nannies for their children, and supervising their domestic helpers. 
My children are always with my parents. My mum said, “If anything happens, I will sort it out for you, anything about your children I will help you to settle, you just go for it”… I have a maid, she helps my mum, my mum focuses on helping me taking care of my children while the maid do[es] the housework… So, the responsibilities are shared. (MWE16, furniture manufacturer, married).

Advancement Stage: Grow with Challenge
The MWEs’ career narratives highlighted that to advance their business and stay in entrepreneurship, they had to prioritize challenge. To them, challenge meant seeking new opportunities for their business and framing setbacks as learning opportunities. During the advancement stage, challenge was predominant, and the MWEs were dependent on support from government-initiated programs and family members to fulfil their goals.  
Seeking new business opportunities 

During the growth stage, MWEs looked for new opportunities that pushed the limits of their business; for example, tackling bigger projects, increasing their business’s capacity, expanding their markets, and making their brand more prominent. The challenge parameter was reflected in these efforts to find advancement opportunities and take their business to the next level. Most the MWEs argued that remaining an entrepreneur requires developing new products and services or even new businesses. The following quotation shows that during this entrepreneurship stage, MWE16 prioritized challenge by setting up a new factory: 

When I just started, of course, I couldn’t have [work-life] balance. I wanted to build my business, so I gave more attention to the company… I knew I had to sacrifice something at the beginning, that’s for sure… but slowly… It is more balanced… Once I reached the 4th year, I had balance between my career and family… But now, I am setting up another factory. Now, I am setting up this factory and expanding [my business], so the experience is going to be different again. (MWE16, furniture manufacturer, married)

At this stage, the MWEs’ male family members (mostly their husbands or brothers) were key in assisting with social networking, especially for the Muslim MWEs. The male counterparts accompanied the MWEs to social activities; some even took over the MWEs’ networking roles. MWE25, after divorce, relied on her brother to attend social and evening gatherings required for her legal business: 

We had to go and meet the developer and most developers are men... I don’t feel comfortable sometimes when they invite us for a drink outside… That’s why my brother has been helping me a lot with this now. He is a guy, so that’s his job. (MWE25, owner of law firm, divorced)

The MWEs also asserted that while social networking is essential for business advancement, in Malaysia, it may take a toll on their reputation and even on their marriage if negative comments about their active socializing with male counterparts—specifically outside work hours—becomes widespread in the community. In a few cases, the MWEs’ husbands joined at a later stage to assist with specific business functions when the MWE’s business was expanding. For instance, MWE15’s husband quit his high-flying job to support her factory in applying for an international certification.
He is a quality [control] man… I needed him, so that my factory can be accredited. He resigned and joined me… production and quality [control] for export is under him now. I am taking care of purchase, marketing, logistic, things like that. So … the two of us… can manage the whole factory, we don’t need another person. (MWE15, coffee manufacturer, married)

Framing setbacks as learning opportunities 

Most MWEs shared with us that they viewed multiple setbacks that were in the way of their business as learning opportunities. In the Malaysian context, entrepreneurs may face difficulties, such as the high costs of doing business in Malaysia, shortage of skilled labor, pressures to adopt information and communication technology, and automation and digitalization of their businesses to keep up with global competition (SME Corp. Malaysia, 2018). Some MWEs faced different barriers stemming from traditionally male-dominated business culture, while others had to deal with lawsuits by customers, business frauds (being cheated by employees, business partners, or clients), and major investment losses. Despite those challenges, all the MWEs were persistent in sustaining their enterprises by addressing setbacks and learning from them. 

Business is something very challenging. There’s up and down, and there’s lots of competition. So, you have to decide whether you want to be the extraordinary or you want to be the same as others? For me, I like to do something which others do not do. I like to do something that’s kind of challenging. I like challenges. I feel… it gives me satisfaction once I have achieved and made it through. (MWE26, beverage manufacturer, started as beverage trader, married)

When trying to expand or sustain their businesses, fifty percent of the MWEs had benefited directly from at least one government-initiated program. We argue that such a supportive environment, in addition to our participants’ personal persistence and resilience, enabled them to identify and pursue new business opportunities:

If I… like to promote my product overseas, I will utilize the [export promotion] grant by the MATRADE [the government agency]… They also link me up with overseas importers to discuss potential business. (MWE24, steel manufacturer, married)

The Malaysian government stands out among its ASEAN counterparts for its initiatives that facilitate women entrepreneurship (OECD & ASEAN, 2017). The annual government budget includes specific items relevant to women entrepreneurs, including financial support [e.g. BizWanita Financing for Women Entrepreneurs Scheme by Credit Guarantee Corporation (CGC) Malaysia], business incubation programs [e.g. The Malaysian Women Innovation (MyWiN) Academy], and export promotion support for women entrepreneurs through the Malaysia External Trade Development Corporation (MATRADE). 

Discussion
Our most important contribution is identifying context-specific meanings of the three kaleidoscope career parameters prioritized by women entrepreneurs at different entrepreneurship stages. We demonstrate that authenticity was prioritized during the initial entrepreneurship stage, and balance and challenge were prioritized during the establishment and business advancement stages, respectively. We found that entrepreneurs prioritize one kaleidoscope parameter at entrepreneurship stages, in the same way as individuals prioritize one kaleidoscope parameter at different life stages (Sullivan and Mainiero, 2008). We showed that the macroeconomic context inspired women’s meanings of authenticity, balance, and challenge, as well as their decision to opt-in and stay in entrepreneurship.  

The MWEs in our study experienced authenticity as running their own show and doing good through their careers. The desire to run their own show is partially attributed to the Malaysian context, which has included increasing policies and initiatives to encourage women’s entrepreneurship since the year 2000 (APEC, 2002; EPU, 2010), thus enabling women to find space on the entrepreneurship stage. August's (2011) study in the United States found women’s desire for authenticity revolved around their own needs, rather than others’ needs. Our participants were also concerned with fulfilling their own needs, and wanted to run their own shows; however, fulfilling others’ needs (specially their family’s needs) and their desire to contribute to the community were their priorities as well. 
The meaning of balance in the MWEs’ accounts is reflected in their aspirations to maintain harmony between their personal and professional life domains 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Mainiero and Gibson, 2018; Mainiero and Sullivan, 2005)
, which is similar to previous career studies among women (August, 2011; Elley-Brown, 2011). However, our participants could access a wide range of support mechanisms to attain balance, including support from immediate and extended family members, domestic helpers, and other paid services. This extensive nonwork support system might be considered luxurious by women in some other countries. Future researchers could map fluctuations of work-nonwork balance among entrepreneurs during different stages of their business development, rather than during individual life stages, to provide a more comprehensive understanding of critical points when women entrepreneurs might need external support. 
Our findings about challenge—seeking new business opportunities and framing setbacks as learning opportunities—contrast with the extant literature that argues women entrepreneurs tend to be reluctant to strive for high growth in their businesses 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Davis and Shaver, 2012; Marlow and Swail, 2014)
. Most of the MWEs made it clear that they were up for challenge as entrepreneurs running their businesses; in particular, they constantly looked for new opportunities to expand their businesses. Our findings explain that the desire for challenge among the MWEs was facilitated by Malaysia’s overall supportive environment for women entrepreneurs. This finding complements the existing views that it is important to look beyond gender, and to consider other variables in personal, family, and social contexts, to understand the career experiences of women entrepreneurs 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Humbert Anne and Brindley, 2015; Maxfield et al., 2010)
. 
Our findings draw attention to the effects of entrepreneurship stages on the priority of KCM parameters among women, which complements previous findings on the KCM, where the focus was on gender differences in career outcomes. This study finds that, just like a “kaleidoscope that produces changing patterns when the tube is rotated, and its glass chips fall into new arrangement” (Mainiero and Sullivan, 2005, p. 106), women entrepreneurs adjust the priority of KCM parameters by rotating them in their lives to fit the stages of their business development. This may be because the nature of an entrepreneurial career closely ties to the development and the lifecycle of the business. We posit that this rotation of KCM parameters in women entrepreneurs’ experiences helps them persevere and stay on the entrepreneurship path. In doing so, we draw attention to the lived experience of being a woman entrepreneur, which includes starting a business and represents the ability and desire to manage and expand a business as it grows. Therefore, we invite future researchers to go beyond understanding how women start a business and enter entrepreneurship, which has been examined extensively in the existing literature. Especially regarding women entrepreneurs, it is important to explore the meanings they associate with authenticity, balance, and challenge, and the support they need to manage and grow their businesses. In this sense, we show that women entrepreneurs benefit not only from financial resources, but also from intangible resources and social capital. 
We found that the MWEs’ decision to enter and stay on the entrepreneurship path depended on the contextual support they received. For example, the two subthemes under authenticity—running my own show and doing good— were not possible without the existence of government and family support. This study echoes Özbilgin and Healy's 2004 argument that national planning plays a key role in shaping the careers of specific gender groups in a specific industry. We highlight that the enabling conditions at the national level in Malaysia—supportive government initiatives towards women entrepreneurship since the year 2000—have contributed to the overall empowering and supportive environment for women entrepreneurs. 

As emphasized in the literature, “women [entrepreneurs] are never just women, but are also located within a specific context” (Fayolle et al., 2015: 670). 
The MWEs’ authenticity, balance, and challenge parameters were facilitated by multiple supporting mechanisms, including the overall supportive family and national environments. Our findings suggest that women entrepreneurs can thrive in a supportive environment, even in a developing country. The MWEs in our study experienced authenticity, balance, and challenge, which could be comparable to the experiences of women entrepreneurs in developed counties who seek entrepreneurship for the sake of autonomy and self-actualization 
(Alkhaled and Berglund, 2018; Braches and Elliott, 2016; Gherardi, 2015)
. Because of the supportive context, the MWEs’ careers were less comparable to women studied in less developed countries who seek entrepreneurship as a way to move out of poverty 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Bruton et al., 2013; Minniti and Naudé, 2010; Sutter et al., 2019)
.

This study finds the effects of a collectivist cultural orientation on women entrepreneurs’ career experiences, which contrasts with the dominant individualistic accounts in the existing literature (Jennings and Brush, 2013). Therefore, it contributes to our knowledge about the effects of a macro context on women entrepreneurship (Thébaud, 2015). Specifically, we found that the collectivist culture in Malaysia contributed to shaping authenticity (doing good in particular). With group interests prioritized over individual interests—which is a key feature of a collectivist culture —the ability to do good for the society, in terms of offering “good” products and services and developing employees, suppliers, and business partners, was highly valued by the MWEs. Similarly, in Malaysia, as a collectivist society in which family interests are put above individual interests, receiving support from immediate and extended family was a key feature in facilitating women entrepreneurs’ careers.

Limitations, future research suggestions, and practical implications  

Our research undertaking is not without its limitations. Aligned with the nature of qualitative research, our findings from interviews with 34 participants may not be generalizable to the wider population of women entrepreneurs. The study unpacks the meaning of kaleidoscope career dimensions among women entrepreneurs from Malaysia. Future quantitative researchers can be informed by the factors we have highlighted in designing studies that consider the factors contributing to each of the KCM parameters. It is important to note that our findings highlight the relative importance of authenticity, balance, and challenge based only on women entrepreneurs’ accounts. Future researchers may explore how men entrepreneurs prioritize KCM parameters in different entrepreneurship stages. Also, our study reflects the accounts of successful women entrepreneurs and excludes experiences of women whose businesses failed, despite receiving support from family or government. Given the important impact entrepreneurship can have on women’s lives, we urge future researchers to account for this understudied sub-population of women entrepreneurs as well. Another limitation of our study is that we only interviewed the MWEs once. Future studies can interview women entrepreneurs in two to three different phases during their career journeys, to offer a deeper understanding and capture the nuances of MWEs’ work experiences over time. We encourage future research to consider the difference between entrepreneurship stages and their impact on the arrangement of KCM parameters. 

We demonstrated that the MWEs prioritized authenticity, balance, and challenge depending on the development stage of their business. Governments who plan to encourage women entrepreneurship might need to develop interventions that provide women entrepreneurs with different support at each entrepreneurial stage. Our findings showed that, in the early stage, women who can prioritize authenticity, and create a business that aligns with their true selves and values, stay on the path to success. Therefore, we encourage governments to consider investing in financial aid for childcare, housework, and eldercare to support the ability of women entrepreneurs whose businesses were at the early stage to prioritize authenticity. During the establishment stage of the business, we recommend that governments offer leadership development and coaching opportunities as part of business incubation programs to strengthen managerial skills of women entrepreneurs. Also, any support that can help women choose new markets and sectors, identify opportunities, and develop human and social capital will enable them to grow their businesses. We found that once the business functions are established, women entrepreneurs are likely to seek the next challenge and to pursue new business, product, and service ideas. At the business advancement stage, opportunities, such as networking events, business partnership deals, and expansion grants, enable women to prioritize their desire for new challenges and to stay on the entrepreneurship path. Finally, government agencies and other organizations intending to help aspiring women entrepreneurs can offer them career counseling and training focused on the KCM parameters. Career counseling and training can assist women to explore business ideas that align with their authentic self, to understand the role of work-life balance at different entrepreneurial stages, and to recognize the importance of seeking challenge throughout their entrepreneurship journey. Such a nuanced picture of the entrepreneurial career may help nascent entrepreneurs prepare and persevere.

Our findings suggest that authenticity, balance, and challenge contributed to successful women entrepreneurship within a supportive macro-context. For example, the two subthemes under authenticity—running my own show and doing good—were not possible without the existence of supportive business and family mechanisms. Informed by our findings, aspiring and existing women entrepreneurs in Malaysia should be mindful about and maintaining access to support mechanisms in order to continue on their journeys. We emphasize that the MWEs’ careers were largely impacted by the macro context in our study, and women entrepreneurs might have different needs in different contexts, which should be accommodated via initiatives and policies that aim to promote women entrepreneurship. 

The support available to the MWEs throughout their entrepreneurship journey could be primarily attributed to the collectivist culture in Malaysia. For example, support from husbands and extended family not only facilitated the MWEs’ decision to opt into entrepreneurship at the initial stage, but also leveraged the balance between work and family during the establishment stage. Finally, the MWEs’ ability to continuously seek new challenges in the advancement stage would not have been possible without the continuous support from their family members joining with them to expand the business. This aligns with the argument that a socially supportive culture is associated significantly with the entrepreneurship rate (Stephan and Uhlaner, 2010). Accordingly, organizations interested in enhancing women entrepreneurship in countries with individualistic cultures could initiate support systems, including formal and informal communities, to serve as sources of continuous support for women entrepreneurs. Similarly, formal mentoring programs to match experienced women entrepreneurs with aspiring and nascent women entrepreneurs, or informal networking events to connect women entrepreneurs, could be excellent substitutes for the family support in collectivist societies.
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