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Abstract. As female entrepreneurship rates rise globally, scholarly focus on this 

phenomenon has grown though research into the self-demands and intrinsic 

motivations shaping women’s entrepreneurial choices remains underdeveloped. 

This study explores how female entrepreneurs’ self-demands influence deci-

sion-making processes, with a focus on the mediating roles of intrinsic motiva-

tions and perceived value. Drawing on in-depth interviews with 20 female en-

trepreneurs across diverse industries and demographics, findings reveal that 

self-demands aligned with Maslow’s hierarchy (physiological, safety, social, 

esteem, self-actualization) operate dynamically and non-linearly, guiding in-

dustry selection, risk management, and growth strategies. Intrinsic motivations 

(passion/curiosity, altruism, autonomy) and perceived value (economic, social, 

personal) act as critical mediators, translating abstract self-demands into concrete 

actions. Gender-specific experiences, including “prove-it-again” bias, caregiving 

constraints, and industry stereotyping, further contextualize these dynamics. This 

research refines need-fulfillment and motivation models for female entrepre-

neurs, challenging the linearity of traditional Maslowian frameworks and high-

lighting the collective orientation of women’s self-actualization. Practically, it 

offers insights for tailored support programs honoring women’s multifaceted 

priorities and addressing gender-specific barriers. 
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1 Introduction 

Female entrepreneurship has emerged as a transformative global force over the past 

quarter-century. According to the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM, 2024) 

2023/24 Women’s Entrepreneurship Report, the average rate of female early-stage 

entrepreneurship across 30 participating nations rose from 6.1% (2001–2005) to 10.4% 

(2021–2023), with 10% of women launching ventures in 2023 alone, closing the gap 

with male entrepreneurship rates (12.5%). This upward trend is particularly pro-

nounced in China, where greater gender equality[1] has fostered 23 million female 

entrepreneurs by 2024, accounting for 41.6% of all private enterprises and concen-

trating in high-growth sectors like agricultural e-commerce and health management[2]. 

© The Author(s) 2026
T. Benazzouz et al. (eds.), Proceedings of the 2025 7th International Conference on Economic Management and
Model Engineering (ICEMME 2025), Advances in Economics, Business and Management Research 375,
https://doi.org/10.2991/978-94-6239-602-9_11

https://doi.org/10.2991/978-94-6239-602-9_11
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.2991/978-94-6239-602-9_11&domain=pdf


 

 

         105Self-Demand and Entrepreneurial Decision-Making of Female …    

Globally, gender disparities persist in resource access and societal biases[3], even as 
efforts to support female founders expand. 

Gender equality in entrepreneurship drives job creation, innovation, and inclusive 
growth[4], but existing research often frames female entrepreneurs as a “special cate-
gory,” emphasizing gender-specific challenges over universal human motivations[5]. 
While prior studies identify motivations like work-life balance and financial inde-
pendence[6], the inner self-demands driving women to launch ventures remain under-
explored[7]. Confucian-influenced gender norms in contexts like China, which histor-
ically confined women to domestic roles (“nei/wai” dichotomy), further complicate this 
dynamic making family and social connection particularly salient motivations[8]. By 
integrating Maslow’s hierarchy of needs with Expectancy-Value Theory, this study 
addresses critical gaps: it explores the why (self-demands) and how (motivations and 
value perceptions) of female entrepreneurial decision-making, centering women’s
lived experiences rather than framing them as outliers. 

Two core research questions guide this study: (1) How do female entrepreneurs’ 
self-demands shape their entrepreneurial decision-making processes (e.g., industry
selection, risk management, growth strategies)? (2) What role do intrinsic motivations 
and perceived value play in bridging self-demands and entrepreneurial actions among 
female entrepreneurs? 

2 Literature Review 

2.1 Defining Female Entrepreneurship 

The definition of a female entrepreneur varies across scholarship. For this study, a 
female entrepreneur is defined as a woman who initiates a venture (solo or co-founded), 
actively participates in its operation and management, and retains meaningful owner-
ship—encompassing current, past, and serial founders to capture diverse experiences. 
This aligns with prior scholarly framing that emphasizes active engagement and own-
ership¹. 

2.2 Theoretical Frameworks 

Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs(see Figure 1) posits that human behavior is driven 
by the pursuit of unmet needs, organized into five interconnected tiers: physiological 
(basic survival), safety (stability and control), love and belongingness (social connec-
tion), esteem (recognition and competence), and self-actualization (personal poten-
tial)[9]. Contrary to Maslow’s initial linear framing, contemporary research highlights 
the dynamic, non-sequential nature of need fulfillment, particularly for marginalized 
groups like female entrepreneurs[10-11]. For women entrepreneurs, these needs manifest 
uniquely: physiological needs extend to financial independence[12], safety needs prior-
itize risk mitigation, love and belongingness emphasize community[13], esteem needs 
involve challenging gender stereotypes[14], and self-actualization is often collective, 
tied to social impact[15]. 
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Expectancy-Value Theory (EVT; Eccles & Wigfield, 2002) explains how motiva-
tions shape decisions through two core dimensions: expectancy (belief in one’s ability 
to succeed) and value (perceived worth of outcomes, categorized as attainment, in-
trinsic, utility, and cost)[16]. For female entrepreneurs, EVT reveals gendered differ-
ences: women often prioritize intrinsic and social value over economic gain, while 
facing lower expectancy due to systemic biases[17-18]. High expectancy paired with
strong value perception drives sustained entrepreneurial action, while gaps in either 
dimension can hinder motivation. 

This study integrates Maslow’s hierarchy and EVT into a sequential model of en-
trepreneurial decision-making: need activation (unmet needs trigger intent), motivation 
conversion (intrinsic motivations and perceived value translate needs into motivation 
intensity), action decision (motivation guides concrete choices), and feedback loop
(need fulfillment activates higher-order needs, updating expectancy and value percep-
tions). This framework addresses limitations of siloed theories, highlighting how ab-
stract self-demands become actionable through dynamic interactions with motivations 
and value. 

 
Fig. 1. Maslow’s Five-tier Model for Hierarchy of Needs 

3 Research Methodology 

A deductive qualitative approach was adopted, using existing theories (Maslow’s
hierarchy, EVT) to guide exploration of female entrepreneurs’ lived experiences. An 
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interpretivist philosophy prioritized understanding decisions from the participants’
perspectives, aligning with the study’s focus on subjective needs and motivations. 

Core Category Subcategories Operational Definitions Example Codes fromTranscripts 

Physiological 
Needs 

Basic financial security; freedom
from economic dependence on
others (e.g., spouses, family) 
Control over business risks: stable

“l wanted to earn my own money instead of 
asking my husband for it”; “need to cover 
daily expenses like rent and groceries” 
“l separated business modules into legal 

 
 

 

Safety Needs cash flow protection against uncer-
tainty (e.g., market downturns,

entities to avoid total failure”; “chose
low-overhead services to ensure steady cash  

Self-demands 
(aligned with
Maslow’s 
Hierarchy) 

Love and belo
ingness Needs 

g-
Desire for interpersonal recognition;
sense of community (with custom-
ers, partners, or female entrepreneur
groups) 

n “l chat with customers about their lives to 
build trust”; “joined a female entrepreneur 
group to share resources” 

 

 

Esteem Needs 
Pursuit of respect from others;
breaking gender stereotypes,
proving professional competence 

 

“I got mountain leadership certifications to 
show I'm as capable as male leaders”; “re-
fused to be a 'female face for male-dominated 
firms” 

 

Self-Actualizatio
Needs 

 Pursuit of personal potential; social
impact; legacy beyond profits 

n “l want to help farmers sell their products to 
urban consumers”; “fragrance workshops help 
people slow down and reduce stress” 

 

Intrinsic Motiva-

Passion/Curiosit
Interest in industry; joy in creation
or problem-solving; desire to
explore new ideas 

y 

“l loved making bead necklaces, so l turned it 
into a business”; “curious about how to 
ship Hainan mangoes to the Northeast without 
rotting” 

 
 

tions (mediators 
between 
self-demands 
and actions) 

Altruism 
Desire to help others (e.g., custom-
ers, communities, marginalized
groups); sense of responsibility 
Control over work schedule;

“l started the education institution for home-
less kids after their old school closed”; “fascia 
therapy helps people improve their health” 
“I left corporate to control my schedule and 

 

 

Autonomy freedom from hierarchical con-
straints (e.g. traditional 996 jobs);
independence indecision-making 

take care of my sick family”; “ended the 
partnership because I couldn't make my own  

Perceived Valu

 
 

“The campus food delivery project can make 
quick money”; “clothing stores have stable 
profits, so I chose this industry” 

decisions” 

(mediators 
between motiva
tions and ac-
tions) 

 
 

“Panda-themed snacks teach people about 
panda conservation”; “traditional culture
classes help families connect” 

 “Failed nail salon taught me to control costs”; 

Social Value 

e 

-

Gender-related 

Personal Value foster learning; build skills; enhance
self-growth 

“running the business helps me grow as a 
leader” 

 

Variables 
(Contextual 
factors shaping 
decision-making) 

Prove-it-again B as 

Experiences of needing to repeat-
edly prove competence due to
female identity (e.g., customers
prefer male partners) 

i

“Customers ask to talk to my male partners 
even though I’m the boss”; “my dad said girls 
shouldn't lead hikes’-I had to show him that I 
could” 

 
 

 Caregiving C
straints 

n-
Conflicts between business and
family care responsibilities (e.g.,
childcare, eldercare); societal
pressure to prioritize family 
Biases about “female-appropriate”

o
“I can't work late because l need to pick up 
my kids from school”; “parents want me to 
focus on marriage instead of entrepreneur-
ship” 

 
 
 

 

 Industry Ster
typing 

o- industries (e.g., beauty education) or
exclusion from male-dominated
sectors (e.g., outdoor sports, con-
struction) 

e “Farmers didn't take me seriously as a female 
fresh produce seller”: “most female entrepre-
neurs I know are in education or fashion” 

 
 

Fig. 2. Coding Framework 

Twenty female entrepreneurs were recruited through purposive sampling to ensure 
diversity in demographics (age 22–50, marital/fertility status), entrepreneurial expe-
rience (1–5 ventures), and industry (e-commerce, education, healthcare, cultural
communication, beauty, food, outdoor sports). This sampling strategy minimized bias 
and ensured findings were not confined to a single sector or lifestyle. All participants 
were anonymized, with irrelevant personal details removed to protect privacy. 
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Semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted in 2025, lasting 30–90 minutes 
each. Interviews were audio-recorded with participant consent and transcribed verba-
tim, exploring self-demands, decision-making processes, intrinsic motivations, per-
ceived value, and gender-specific experiences. Thematic analysis was conducted using 
three coding stages: open coding (extracting initial concepts), axial coding (grouping 
concepts into categories), and selective coding (identifying core categories to address 
research questions). A coding framework (see Figure 2) as developed to ensure con-
sistency, with two independent coders verifying 20% of transcripts (inter-coder relia-
bility = 0.87). 

4 Results and Discussions 

4.1 The Shaping Role of Self-Demands 

Female entrepreneurs’ self-demands operated as a “decision filter,” guiding choices 
across industry selection, risk management, and growth with no strict linear progres-
sion between Maslow’s tiers. Physiological needs centered on financial autonomy,
particularly for women transitioning from dependent roles (e.g., stay-at-home moth-
ers), who prioritized low-risk, quick-monetization ventures. For example, a 39-year-old 
clothing entrepreneur launched small stores with minimal upfront costs to cover daily 
expenses and childcare, while a 29-year-old handicrafts entrepreneur pivoted from an 
unprofitable nail salon to low-cost bead sales to maintain income. 

Safety needs drove conservative decision-making, with participants avoiding
high-volatility industries and prioritizing predictable cash flow. A 45-year-old con-
sulting entrepreneur maintained a small client list of long-term partners for stability, 
while a 22-year-old food entrepreneur leveraged her family’s factory to mitigate risk. 
Post-pandemic, participants like a 50-year-old healthcare entrepreneur pivoted to
low-overhead, high-demand sectors (e.g., fascia therapy) to ensure steady cash flow 
aligning with research that links women’s safety needs to risk aversion[11]. 

Love and belongingness needs shaped relationship-centric strategies, from customer 
engagement to team composition. A 37-year-old cultural communication entrepreneur 
shifted to traditional culture classes to build community among mothers, while a
39-year-old clothing entrepreneur prioritized personal connections with customers over 
hard selling. Participants also formed all-female networks to share resources and
counter isolation,such as a “circle of female fresh produce sellers”, reflecting the im-
portance of social support for women’s entrepreneurial persistence. 

Esteem needs focused on proving professional competence, particularly in
male-dominated industries. A 21-year-old outdoor sports entrepreneur obtained
mountain leadership certifications to challenge family resistance (“girls shouldn’t lead 
hikes”), while a 31-year-old beauty entrepreneur invested in specialized training to 
elevate professionalism in a trivialized sector. Participants also rejected tokenistic
opportunities, such as a 35-year-old education entrepreneur who turned down a part-
nership with a male-dominated firm that wanted her as a “female face”, echoing re-
search on women’s pursuit of respect beyond superficial representation. 
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Self-actualization needs were tied to collective impact, with participants prioritizing 
purpose over rapid growth. A 41-year-old fragrance culture entrepreneur rejected
mass-produced scents to host mental health workshops, while a 48-year-old fragrance 
entrepreneur pivoted from food trading to share her love for traditional scents.
Self-actualization also involved mentorship, as seen in a 45-year-old consulting en-
trepreneur who focused on empowering client firms rather than seeking personal
fame—aligning with the collective orientation of women’s self-actualization. 

4.2 The Bridging Role of Intrinsic Motivations and Perceived Value 

Intrinsic motivations and perceived value mediated the link between self-demands and 
action, with expectancy (belief in success) shaping motivation intensity. Expectancy 
was rooted in prior experience and role models, for example, a 39-year-old clothing 
entrepreneur drew confidence from retail experience, while a 22-year-old food entre-
preneur cited her parents’ successful factory as a guide. 

Passion and curiosity translated abstract needs into concrete actions: a 29-year-old 
e-commerce entrepreneur started selling fresh produce after wondering how to ship 
Hainan mangoes to the Northeast, while a 48-year-old fragrance entrepreneur re-
searched ancient formulas for years out of passion. Altruism mediated social and
self-actualization needs, as seen in a 37-year-old cultural communication entrepreneur 
who launched parent-child classes to address family conflict and a 50-year-old
healthcare entrepreneur who pivoted to fascia therapy to help others improve their 
health—reflecting women’s emphasis on social value. 

Autonomy mediated safety and esteem needs, with participants rejecting rigid cor-
porate structures for flexible schedules. A 38-year-old clothing entrepreneur left a tech 
job to avoid 996 hours and care for her family, while a 31-year-old beauty entrepreneur 
ended a partnership to gain full decision-making control—aligning with research on 
women’s prioritization of work-life balance. 

Perceived value justified trade-offs, linking motivations to sustained action. Eco-
nomic value aligned with physiological and safety needs, as participants prioritized 
steady income over scalability—such as a 24-year-old education entrepreneur who 
chose campus food delivery for quick profits. Social value aligned with love and be-
longingness and self-actualization needs, seen in a 41-year-old fragrance entrepreneur 
who prioritized customer emotional growth over transactions and a 22-year-old food 
entrepreneur who created panda-themed snacks to teach conservation. Personal value 
aligned with esteem and self-actualization needs, with participants framing failure as 
learning—for example, a 29-year-old handicrafts entrepreneur applied lessons from her 
failed nail salon to her bead business, echoing the role of personal growth in women’s 
entrepreneurial journeys[15]. 

4.3 Interplay of Self-Demands, Motivations, and Gender Dynamics 

Self-demands, intrinsic motivations, and perceived value interacted dynamically, with 
needs evolving over time. A 32-year-old education entrepreneur combined
self-actualization needs (“help students succeed”), passion for education, and social 
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value to reject unethical clients, while a 29-year-old e-commerce entrepreneur shifted 
from physiological needs to self-actualization by helping farmers connect with urban 
consumers. 

Gender-specific challenges reshaped decision-making: 60% of participants faced 
“prove-it-again” bias, with customers or partners assuming male leadership; 50%
prioritized flexible schedules to manage caregiving responsibilities, even if it slowed 
growth; and 40% faced exclusion from male-dominated sectors, responding by forming 
all-female networks or pursuing specialized certifications.These challenges reflect
systemic gender biases that influence women’s entrepreneurial experiences. 

4.4 Discussion 

The findings corroborate Maslow’s (1943) framework but challenge its traditional
linearity—supporting contemporary revisions. Female entrepreneurs’ needs coexisted 
and evolved dynamically, with a 45-year-old consulting entrepreneur pursuing income 
for family expenses (physiological) while seeking professional recognition (esteem) 
and personal growth (self-actualization). Notably, self-actualization was collective
rather than individualistic, contrasting Maslow’s original male-centric framing, with 
participants tying it to social impact or cultural preservation[19].The findings validate 
EVT by demonstrating that intrinsic motivations and perceived value bridge
self-demands and action. Intrinsic motivations “activated” need translation, while
perceived value “sustained” action by justifying trade-offs. Gendered differences
emerged: women prioritized intrinsic and social value over economic gain, reflecting 
cultural expectations of women as caregivers and community builders. 

Gender-specific challenges reshaped decision-making, with participants developing 
unique strategies: women in male-dominated sectors used certifications to counter
“prove-it-again” bias[19], caregiving constraints led to prioritizing flexible ventures, and 
relational leadership (all-female teams, customer communities) enhanced resilience. 
These strategies highlight the adaptability of female entrepreneurs in navigating sys-
temic barriers. 

5 Conclusion and Perspective 

This study explores how female entrepreneurs’ self-demands shape decision-making, 
with intrinsic motivations and perceived value acting as critical mediators. Findings 
reveal that self-demands operate dynamically, with no strict linear progression, while 
gender-specific challenges contextualize these dynamics. The research contributes to 
entrepreneurship theory by refining need-fulfillment and motivation models for female 
entrepreneurs, highlighting the collective nature of their self-actualization. Practically, 
it offers actionable insights for support programs that honor women’s multifaceted 
priorities and address systemic barriers, which is critical for fostering inclusive, sus-
tainable entrepreneurial ecosystems as female entrepreneurship continues to grow
globally. 
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This study refines Maslow’s hierarchy by demonstrating that female entrepreneurs’ 
needs operate in dynamic “bundles” rather than linear sequences, with collective
self-actualization as a core driver. It extends EVT by highlighting the gendered salience 
of intrinsic motivations and social value, challenging the profit-centric focus of tradi-
tional entrepreneurship research. The integrated model of Maslow’s hierarchy and EVT 
provides a holistic framework for understanding female entrepreneurial choices, ad-
dressing gaps in siloed theories. 

This study still has limitations such as participants were Chinese female entrepre-
neurs, limiting generalizability; interviews relied on subjective recall; and the
cross-sectional design captures a “snapshot” of entrepreneurial journeys. Future re-
search should adopt longitudinal designs to track need evolution, conduct cross-cultural 
comparisons, and validate the integrated model with quantitative data building on prior 
calls for more gender-sensitive entrepreneurship research. 
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