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Due to the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) epidemic, global economies have suffered an exogenous shock never seen before with a strong economic and psychosocial impact on organizations. Italy, in the context of the research, has been severely affected. The economic crisis has mainly affected women. In this scenario, entrepreneurial perceived success (objective and subjective) is influenced by increasingly burdensome job demands that entrepreneurs have to face up. Using the job demand-resources model, the study aims to broaden the knowledge of the determinants of entrepreneurial perceived success in the current emergency moment. In particular, as regards of the demands, alongside the specific entrepreneurial demands (time demands, uncertainty and risk, and responsibility), we also decided to include the negative interface family–work in both directions from-family-to-work (NEGWIF) and from-work-to-family (NEGFIW). Regarding the resources, we considered entrepreneurial self-efficacy (researching, planning, marshaling, implementing people, and implementing financial), proactive and elaborate social strategies (SS), and both directions of the positive interface: from-family-to-work (POSWIF) and from-work-to-family (POSFIW). All participants are women entrepreneurs (N = 137) who have completed a self-report questionnaire. We explored the associations between demands, resources, and the dimensions of success through hierarchical regressions. As for the demands, time demands, uncertainty and risk, NEGWIF, and NEGFIW negatively influenced the perceived entrepreneurial success. Regarding resources, planning, implementing financial, proactive and elaborate SS positively influenced the perceived entrepreneurial success.
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INTRODUCTION

Businesses led by women play an increasingly strategic role in the Italian economy. In Italy (September 30, 2019), over 1.3 million enterprises were owned by women (1,340,580) (Osservatorio sull'imprenditoria femminile, 2020). In 2019, more than 10 million women were entrepreneurs in the European Union Member States (Koltai et al., 2020).

But due to the severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) discovered in the late 2019 (Zhu et al., 2020), global economies have undergone an exogenous shock never seen before (GDA, 2020). Italy has also been seriously affected (Remuzzi and Remuzzi, 2020). Therefore, the Italian government imposed a lockdown, in which there was a total closure of schools, public places, and most of the companies. This lockdown (phase 1) lasted about 2 months (from March to May, 2020). After this first measure, there was a phase defined “first gradual reopening,” in which one had to live with the virus by adopting specific security measures (phase 2, from May to June, 2020). This re-starting phase also included the reopening of businesses. But, according to the latest survey by Confindustria (2020), the main Italian business association, 97.2% of the companies suffered from a negative impact. Furthermore, 43.2% of the Italian companies reported very serious financial problems. In this scenario, the success of the Italian companies certainly is changing. This state of emergency has and still is generating a lot of pressure at the job, and entrepreneurs are facing up various obstacles and can rely only on their own resources. This situation particularly reflects the specific conditions of women entrepreneurs, who are utterly affected by the negative economic outcomes caused by the pandemic. Women entrepreneurs have greater problems with liquidity, procurement of supplies, greater difficulties related to the decline in employment, more constraints in access to credit, and technological problems, compared to their male counterparts (Unioncamere, 2021). In light of these problems, this article aims to study the potential entrepreneurial success factors in this time of crisis and restarting, taking job demands and job resources into consideration, with potentially interesting implications for interventions.

Traditionally, entrepreneurial success has been conceptualized through business growth or market dominance (Cooper et al., 1994; Van Praag and Versloot, 2007). Actually, the mere use of objective and financial parameters as a single measure of success has been criticized (Kuratko et al., 1997; Walker and Brown, 2004); this is because many subjective variables come into play in the meaning and representation of what it can be defined as “entrepreneurial success” (Simpson et al., 2004; Walker and Brown, 2004; Amato et al., 2017). Consequently, multiple subjective sources of success have been considered in the literature (e.g., personal satisfaction and flexibility, Walker and Brown 2004; family security, Kuratko et al., 1997; Shane et al., 2003). In this study, we took into consideration both the objective and subjective sources/perceptions of success: Firm performance and personal financial rewards as objective sources and workplace relationships and personal fulfillment as subjective ones. These dimensions have proved to be strategic for understanding entrepreneurial success (Wach et al., 2016).

To better understand the influences of the challenges due to the pandemic on business success, we propose the use of the job demands–resources model (JD-R model, Bakker and Demerouti, 2007) to try to clarify the position of women entrepreneurs in this particular historical moment of emergency and the effects on business success. This model postulates the simultaneous presence of job demands and job resources. Job resources “refer to those physical, psychological, social or organizational aspects of work which (1) reduce the demand for work and the related physiological and psychological costs; (2) are functional to the achievement of the work objectives; (3) stimulate personal growth, learning and development” (Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004, p. 296). The application of this model to entrepreneurs is present in the literature; however, although there is sufficient research on the application of the JD-R model to employees, studies on entrepreneurs are rather few (Dijkhuizen et al., 2016). This model argues that each profession can have its own specific risk factors. For this reason, in this study, we use specific resources and demands related to entrepreneurial work and other types of resources and demands that can help us to better understand the dynamics between demands and resources affecting women entrepreneurs in this particular pandemic time.

Based on earlier discussion, the study aims to explore entrepreneurial resources and demands in pandemic time and their influence on the success of women entrepreneurs. The contribution offered to the literature on this field concerns both the understanding of what entrepreneurial resources and needs are in this period of emergency and practical implications. Based on the findings, potential strategies are discussed to improve women's entrepreneurial success.


Job Demands and Success

Job demands refer to “those physical, psychological, social, or organizational aspects of the job that require sustained physical and/or psychological (cognitive and emotional) effort and are therefore associated with certain physiological and/or psychological costs” (Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004, p. 296). In an exploratory way, we have chosen the demands that could influence the current job demands for entrepreneurs during the pandemic. We have selected both non-specific demands and specific demands for entrepreneurs. The following demands have been identified as the characterizing dimensions of entrepreneurial work: time demands, uncertainty and risk, and responsibility (Dijkhuizen et al., 2014). Furthermore, in the pandemic situation, these demands certainly have increased. In times of economic crisis, it is reasonable to think that entrepreneurs must be more available and devote more time to business management. They must face greater uncertainties and risks and increase the sense of responsibility toward their company to ensure its survival. These specific dimensions are stronger predictors than the other non-specific dimensions for entrepreneurs (Dijkhuizen et al., 2014, 2016). Alongside to these specific entrepreneurial demands mentioned above, we decided to also include the family–work conflict. The reason is that the lockdown in Italy due to coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) also led to the closure of schools and the suspension of other assistance services for families and individuals. In Italy, it is very important to examine the work–family interface since Italian women dedicate 2h01' per day to housework and taking care of the family (caring for the children, the elder, and cohabitants with disabilities) while men spend 1h24'. And if one would consider parenting (in families with minor children), the participation rate of fathers is 46.8% while that of the mothers is 73% (Istat, 2019). Italian women, along with the Romanian women, spend more time in such activities than women in any other country within the European community (5h02'). Italian and Greek men, on the other hand, are those who dedicate <2 h a day for unpaid work at home, which shows a huge gender gap (3h08') (ibidem). In this difficult pandemic situation, the request for the participation in multiple roles (work and family roles) could increase. Role theory (Biddle, 1986) has been used to explain strategies for reconciling family and work life, assuming that there are limited resources (e.g., Rothbard, 2001), based on the assumption that a greater number of roles required more effort to balance them generating interference (Hsu et al., 2016). The experience of work–family conflict can occur in both directions from work-to-family as well as from family-to-work, and these have been established as distinct constructs (Grzywacz and Marks, 2000). Negative interface from-work-to-family (NEGWIF) is recognized as a form of conflict between the roles in which general needs and work needs interfere with the performance of family-related responsibilities. Negative interface from-family-to-work (NEGFIW), on the other hand, is a form of conflict between the roles in which the general needs and demands of the family domain interfere with the performance of job-related responsibilities (Netemeyer et al., 1996). The work–family conflict has not been studied extensively in relation to entrepreneurs (Jennings and McDougald, 2007). Little attention was paid to women entrepreneurs (Poggesi et al., 2019) in relation to the work–family interface. In fact, women generally experience higher levels of family–work conflict than men (Fahlén, 2014; Lee et al., 2014). This trend is even greater when it comes to women entrepreneurs (Loscocco et al., 1991). In addition, women entrepreneurs can have multiple roles in the family and in their company, which could lead to role conflicts if poorly managed. In general, women entrepreneurs have more responsibilities and work more hours than employed women, having more difficulties in balancing life and work (Kim and Ling, 2001; DeMartino et al., 2006; De Simone and Priola, 2015). Women entrepreneurs need to become “super(wo)men,” autonomous, and agentic and need to keep control over all aspects of their life (work, house, etc.), to successfully manage both work and family (De Simone and Priola, in press). For these reasons, we have decided to integrate, among the demand's dimensions, the family–work conflict (in both directions), to take into account also this aspect which is generally not considered, but which could be crucial for women entrepreneurs. Furthermore, in this time in which the demands have increased due to the pandemic, it could be difficult to involve adequate resources for balancing family roles and job roles in addition; it has been found that a high work–family conflict damages both perceived and objective entrepreneurial performances (Shelton et al., 2008).

Based on these premises, we hypothesize that:

H1: Demands (time demands, uncertainty and risk, responsibility, NEGWIF, and NEGFIW) are negatively related to the dimensions of the perceived entrepreneurial success (firm performance, personal financial rewards, workplace relationships, and personal fulfillment).



Job Resources and Success

Concerning the resources, we have considered specifically personal resources. Personal resources are aspects of the self, related to resilience and to the individual sense of one's ability to successfully control the environment (Hobfoll et al., 2003). In this regard, we refer to those salient personal resources able to manage the current moment of crisis. In the literature, there is a growing attention that extends the JD-R model by integrating personal resources (e.g., self-efficacy and optimism: Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). Thus, in this study, we considered self-efficacy as a specific resource for entrepreneurs (this is because self-efficacy should be considered as specific to the situation, Bandura, 1997) and explored effectiveness in various dimensions related to entrepreneurial work (searching, planning, marshaling, implementing people, and implementing financial). These dimensions are also particularly useful for dealing with the current pandemic situation. We have considered the self-efficacy in all phases of the entrepreneur's work, from research to maintenance, because in this crisis moment caused by the pandemic, many entrepreneurs are forced to reinvent themselves as well as to resist in the market. Furthermore, SS are also useful for achieving one's goals (Guirdham, 1990). SS can be considered as the individual owner behavioral strategies (in contrast to firm strategies) (Von Gelderen et al., 2000). Zhao et al. (2010) and claim that SS are the behavioral plans applied to social interactions to achieve goals. Indeed, individuals use SS to deal with challenging social circumstances (Nurmi et al., 1997), such as the current pandemic situation. For these reasons, the use of elaborate and proactive SS can be decisive for entrepreneurial success. As an additional resource, we have included the possibility that the family context can also act as a resource and enrich the work of women entrepreneurs. In fact, some studies have highlighted the positive side of the family–work interface (e.g., Grzywacz and Butler, 2005), which embraces the idea of enrichment that could play a decisive role in this economic crisis that led to more active participation both in the family domain and in the work domain. The vast literature on this topic states that the coexistence with job roles can also be considered positive (e.g., Frone, 2003; Greenhaus and Powell, 2003; Grzywacz and Butler, 2005; Hill, 2005; Carlson et al., 2006). This approach assumes that participation in multiple roles is a resource that improves other areas of life (Barnett, 1998). This generates positive effects that have been called “positive spillover” (Barnett, 1998; Grzywacz and Marks, 2000), “enrichment” (Rothbard, 2001; Greenhaus and Powell, 2003), and “facilitation” (Frone, 2003; Grzywacz and Butler, 2005; Hill, 2005). Along this line, we also embrace the idea that the various social and psychological resources brought into play by the multiple roles of life are sources of empowerment (Ruderman et al., 2002). In particular, we consider both the positive interface from-work-to-family (POSWIF) and the positive interface from-family-to-work (POSFIW) to explore the mutually beneficial relationship between work and family. Women entrepreneurs are particularly benefited from the affective work–family enrichment and family-derived enrichment (Powell and Eddleston, 2011). So, enrichment could play a decisive role in this moment of crisis that led to more active participation both in the family domain and in the work domain.

Based on these premises, we hypothesize that:

H2: Resources (searching, planning, marshaling, implementing people, implementing financial, POSWIF, POSFIW, and proactive and elaborate SS) are positively related with perceived entrepreneurial success (firm performance, personal financial rewards, workplace relationships, and personal fulfillment).




MATERIALS AND METHODS


Participants and Procedures

This study has involved the Italian women entrepreneurs during the pandemic second phase (or the phase of “gradual reopening”). The participants were recruited through entrepreneurial trade associations as AIDDA (Italian Association of Women Entrepreneurs and Corporate Executives) and Confindustria (General Confederation of Italian Industry). An anonymized questionnaire was presented to participants using two methods: online and on paper. There was no difference between the paper and online administration regarding the content and format of the questionnaire. A total of 159 women entrepreneurs aged 23–66 years (M = 43, SD = 11.09) are participated in the study. The firms of the entrepreneurs were mainly micro (<10 employees, 80.8%), small (10–50 employees, 9.6%), and medium (50–250 employees, 10%) sized enterprises, operating in a variety of sectors. As for the business sector, 11.3% have a company operating in the agricultural sector, 11.3% deal with crafts, 13.2% deal with catering, 37.7% deal with trade, and the remaining 26.4% deal with welfare services. The average age of the company was 25 years, ranging from 1 year to 82 years. Regarding the education level, 42.8% had a high-school diploma, 33.4% completed a bachelor's or master's degree, 8.3% completed a postgraduate specialization or a PhD course, and 15.5% qualified lower than a diploma level. In the sample, 51% of the participants were married, 10.7% lived with partner, 10.7% had a partner, 6% were divorced, 15.5% were single, and the remaining 6% were widowed. Participants were also asked to indicate the presence or absence of sons and/or daughters: 41.7% have no sons and/or daughters, while the remaining 58.2% have sons and/or daughters, and the average of the number of children is 2, ranging from 1 to 4.



Measures
 
Work–Family Interface

Work and family dimensions were assessed through 14 items measuring 4 different theoretical dimensions: the NEGWIF (4 item, example: The demands of your job interfere with your home and family life? α = 0.982), the NEGFIW (4 item, example: The demands of your family or spouse/partner interfere with your work-related activities? α = 0.841), the POSWIF (3 item, example: You manage your time at home more efficiently as a result of the way you do your job? α = 0.747), and the POSFIW (3 item, example: You manage your time at work more efficiently because at home you have to do that as well? α = 0.635) (Kinnunen et al., 2006). This instrument has been validated for the Italian context (De Simone et al., 2018). Response categories for all of the items ranged from 1 (“never”) to 5 (“very often”).



Entrepreneurial Demands

We used the three scales specifically built for entrepreneurs developed by Dijkhuizen et al. (2014). The first scale is time demands (5 items, example: “Does it feel as if you have to be available for your company 24 h a day?” α = 0.846). The second scale is uncertainty and risk (6 items, example: “Do you find it hard to handle risks concerning your company?” α = 0.688). The third scale is responsibility (3 items, example: “Do you feel yourself 100% responsible for the satisfaction of the customers of your company?” α = 0.666). We used a 4-point Likert scale (never/always). Accuracy translation for the Italian context has been verified through back translation.



Entrepreneurial Self-Efficacy

To perform this measure, we used the scale developed by McGee et al. (2009). Entrepreneurial self-efficacy dimensions were assessed through 19 items measuring five different theoretical dimensions. The searching dimension investigates self-efficacy in developing an idea or identifying opportunities (item example: How much confidence do you have in your ability to design a product or service that will satisfy customer needs and wants? α = 0.858). Planning dimension measures self-efficacy in converting the initial idea into a business plan (item example: How much confidence do you have in your ability to design an effective marketing/advertising campaign for a new product or service? α = 0.847). The marshaling dimension measures self-efficacy in assembling resources to achieve the enterprise (item example: How much confidence do you have in your ability to clearly and concisely explain verbally/in writing my business idea in everyday terms? α = 0.827). The implementing financial dimension measures self-efficacy in making business (item example: How much confidence do you have in your ability to organize and maintain the financial records of my business? α = 0.870). The implementing people dimension refers to self-efficacy related to staff development (item example: How much confidence do you have in your ability to inspire, encourage, and motivate your employees? α = 0.866). Translation accuracy for the Italian context has been verified through back translation.



Proactive and Elaborate Social Strategies

We used the scale developed by Zhao et al. (2010). The scale consists in 10 items that measure the proactive and elaborate SS (item example: I actively improve my interpersonal skills, α = 0.852). We used a 5-point Likert response scale (1 definitely not like me, 5 exactly like me). Translation accuracy for the Italian context has been verified through back translation.



Entrepreneurial Success

Entrepreneurial success was assessed through 14 items measuring four different theoretical dimensions. We used the four scales developed by Wach et al. (2016). The firm performance dimension includes success criteria related to firm economic performance (example: Profit growth, α = 0.895). The workplace relationships dimension captures success definitions related to relationships with stakeholders within and outside the firm (example: Employee satisfaction, α = 0.777). The personal fulfillment dimension encompasses the personal aspects of success (example: Personal development, α = 0.608). The personal financial reward captures the desire for high income, that is, extrinsic rewards (example: Personal financial security, α = 0.918). We used a 5-point Likert response scale. Translation accuracy for the Italian context has been verified through back translation.




Data Analyses

Descriptive statistical analyses were conducted. Preliminarily, Pearson's correlations were carried out. To examine the relationships between the demands and resources in the JD-R model on perceived entrepreneurial success dimensions, four hierarchical regressions were conducted. Predictor variables were entered into the regression equation in three blocks. In the first step (Model 1), we inserted the socio-demographic variables (age, educational level, and number of sons/daughters); in the second step (Model 2), we added, as a predictors, demands (time demands, uncertainty and risk, responsibility, NEGWIF, and NEGFIW); and finally, in the third step (Model 3), we added resources (searching, planning, marshaling, implementing people, implementing financial, POSWIF, POSFIW, and proactive and elaborate SS) as predictors.




RESULTS

Pearson's correlations suggested correlations between several predictors and the outcome variables (see Table 1). Firm performance was correlated with uncertainty and risk (r = −0.25, p < 0.05), NEGWIF (r = 0.32, p < 0.01), NEGFIW (r = 0.26, p < 0.05), searching (r = 0.42, p < 0.01), planning (r = 0.40, p <0.01), marshaling (r = 0.40, p < 0.01), implementing people (r = 0.32, p < 0.01), POSWIF (r = 0.29, p < 0.01), POSFIW (r = 0.22, p < 0.01), and proactive and elaborate SS (r = 0.39, p < 0.01). Personal financial reward was correlated with uncertainty and risk (r = −0.35, p < 0.01), searching (r = 0.37, p < 0.001), planning (r = 0.48, p < 0.01), marshaling (r = 0.38, p < 0.001), implementing people (r = 0.29, p < 0.01), and proactive and elaborate SS (r = 0.39, p < 0.01). Workplace relationships were correlated with time demands (r = 0.51, p < 0.01), responsibility (r = 0.26, p < 0.05), NEGWIF (r = 0.41, p < 0.01), NEGFIW (r = 0.41, p < 0.01), searching (r = 0.37, p < 0.01), planning (r = 0.35, p < 0.01), marshaling (r = 0.42, p < 0.01), implementing people (r = 0.41, p < 0.001), implementing financial (r = −0.23, p < 0.05), POSWIF (r = 0.41, p < 0.01), POSFIW (r = 0.44, p < 0.01), and proactive and elaborate SS (r = 0.51, p < 0.01). Finally, personal fulfillment was correlated with uncertainty and risk (r = −0.49, p < 0.01), NEGWIF (r = -−0.29, p < 0.01), NEGFIW (r = −0.26, p < 0.05), planning (r = −0.31, p < 0.01), implementing people (r = −0.25, p < 0.05), and proactive and elaborate SS (r = 0.33, p < 0.01).


Table 1. Correlations between variables.

[image: Table 1]

The results of the hierarchical regressions are shown in Table 2.


Table 2. Results of hierarchical regression analysis.
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Model 3 was significant in all four regressions (firm performance F = 3,275, p < 0.01, personal financial rewards F = 8,671, p < 0.001, workplace relationships F = 4.765, p < 0.001, personal fulfillment F = 7.569, p < 0.001). The results of the hierarchical regression analysis suggested that NEGWIF (β = 0.575, p < 0.05), NEGFIW (β = −0.671, p < 0.05), and implementing financial (β = 0.375, p < 0.05) depicted significant relationships with firm performance. Uncertainty and risk (β = −0.348, p < 0.01), NEGWIF (β = 0.531, p < 0.01), NEGFIW (β = −0.896, p < 0.001), planning (β = 0.582, p < 0.01), implementing financial (β = 0.409, p < 0.001), and proactive and elaborate SS (β = 0.378, p < 0.01) depicted significant relationships with personal financial rewards. Time demands (β = 0.601, p < 0.05), NEGFIW (β = −0.528, p < 0.05), and proactive and elaborate SS (β = 0.596, p < 0.001) depicted significant relationships with workplace relationships. Finally, uncertainty and risk (β = −0.480, p < 0.001), NEGWIF (β = −0.566, p < 0.01), and proactive and elaborate SS (β = 0.336, p < 0.05) depicted significant relationships with personal fulfillment.



DISCUSSION

The principal objective of the study was to explore the relationships between the demands and resources considered and the perceived entrepreneurial success by women entrepreneurs in pandemic time. In particular, we wanted to explore the relationship between some demands like entrepreneurial demands (time demands, uncertainty and risk, and responsibility) and work–family conflict (NEGWIF and NEGFIW), some resources like entrepreneurial self-efficacy (searching, planning, marshaling, implementing people, and implementing financial), work–family enrichment (POSWIF and POSFIW), proactive and elaborate SS, and four dimensions of perceived entrepreneurial success (firm performance, personal financial rewards, workplace relationships, and personal fulfillment). The results partially confirmed the relationships hypothesized.

Regarding the firm performance, among demands, NEGFIW showed a negative relationship as hypothesized. NEGWIF instead showed a positive relationship. During the pandemic time, women entrepreneurs felt particularly pressured by requests from the family and work domains. The data showed that the participants perceive that when work negatively interferes with the family, the chances of entrepreneurial success in relation to firm performance increase. On the contrary, when the family interferes negatively with work, the perception of success in terms of firm performance decreases. In other words, the interviewed women entrepreneurs seemed to have a clear idea of the need to sacrifice the family and to give priority to work for entrepreneurial success in terms of firm performance. As stated by Hall (1990), it is likely that feelings about how successful one is in balancing work and family may come from situations that represent a sacrifice of one domain for the other. Women entrepreneurs, consistent with neoliberal ideals, mainly invest in the market and sacrifice the family for the business (De Simone and Priola, in press). The successful businesswomen are “women heroines” characterized by confidence, control, and courage to face and overcome gendered barriers (Adamson and Kelan, 2019). Perhaps this is even more evident because the current pandemic crisis increased the workload of women, both in their occupation and in their housework (Del Boca et al., 2020) asking them to be superwomen at work and in the family context. More time spent on working, neglecting the family, leads to an even greater investment in work, betting on economic growth determined precisely by the time spent at work. Women experience greater conflict between work and family roles than men (e.g., Noor, 2004; Welter, 2004), and given the results obtained, especially in relation to personal fulfillment, the pandemic period could aggravate this gap. With respect to resources, the “implementing financial” dimension is a key factor in predicting success in terms of firm performance. This is in line with the literature that has found relationships between self-efficacy in making business grow and firm performance of women entrepreneurs (e.g., Asandimitra and Kautsar, 2017).

Concerning personal financial rewards, among demands, uncertainty and risk showed a negative relationship as hypothesized. Among entrepreneurial demands, uncertainty and risk in this pandemic scenario is the dimension that interests personal financial rewards of women entrepreneurs. Likewise to the results related to firm performance, NEGFIW showed a negative relationship as hypothesized, but NEGWIF instead showed a positive relationship. The conflict between family and work plays a key role in explaining the entrepreneurial success also in relation to personal financial reward: by sacrificing the family for work, the time spent on working increases, and hypothetically, the personal financial rewards grow. Regarding resources, the “implementing financial” and the “planning” dimensions of entrepreneurial self-efficacy also predicted personal financial rewards. In this case, even proactive and elaborate SS maintain a significant positive relationship with personal financial rewards. Probably, the perception of knowing how to act appropriately in social contexts can lead women to create more networks that can be fruitful. The SS are behavioral strategies of the individual owner (in contrast to firm strategies) (Von Gelderen et al., 2000). For this reason, they are probably predictive of personal financial rewards (as an individual dimension) and not predictive of firm performance.

Regarding the workplace relationships, among demands, NEGFIW showed a negative relationship as hypothesized. Contrary to what we have hypothesized, among entrepreneurial demands, time demands dimension showed a positive relationship. One possible explanation may be that greater time pressure can lead to a greater sense of involvement that improves relationships at work. It could also happen that the increasing time spent at work means spending more time with people inside and outside the company, thus improving relationships. This is what may have happened to the entrepreneurs interviewed during the pandemic period, who, in order to save their company, have dedicated more time and more energy to the business and to relationships with employees. In addition, proactive and elaborate SS, as expected, also improve relationships at work. Proactive and elaborate SS ensure that social skills are continually improved (Zhao et al., 2010), and therefore, women entrepreneurs could use them for internal and external working relationships.

Finally, personal fulfillment among demands showed a negative relationship with uncertainty and risk and NEGWIF as we hypothesized. It is noteworthy that this is the only time NEGFIW was found to be negatively related to one of the dimensions of perceived entrepreneurial success. According to the findings, interference from work at family increases more work-related dimensions but decreases the levels of perceived entrepreneurial success related to the personal aspects of success. It would seem that personal fulfillment is to be sacrificed to increase the perceptions of the financial aspects of success. This can be understood in a penalizing way if we consider that work and family are intertwined areas for women entrepreneurs (Loscocco and Bird, 2012; Peris-Ortiz et al., 2012). The studies on the work–family interface in women entrepreneurs have investigated the work and family demands as sources of conflict and/or as a positive challenge (e.g., Bruni et al., 2004; Ahl, 2006). Mitigating work–family conflict is a strategy to handle the gender roles and manage the work–family conflict developing entrepreneurial business (Shelton, 2006).

Referring to resources, proactive and elaborate SS, as expected, also improve personal fulfillment. SS proved to be an important element in our study. Previous studies (e.g., Brush et al., 2005; Bogren et al., 2013) have reported that establishing good relationships is a key factor in influencing the success of women entrepreneurs. It should also be noted that among the entrepreneurial demands, responsibility was the only dimension not associated with any dependent variable. It therefore seems that this dimension does not affect the entrepreneurial success perceived during the pandemic period. Not even some dimensions of entrepreneurial self-efficacy have shown significant associations. Only financial and planning ability can help women entrepreneurs in the pandemic situation. Unexpectedly, not even the family–work enrichment is predictive of success. The dimension of the conflict between family and work prevails as a demand, and the possible enrichment between these two domains as a resource does not emerge. A possible explanation could lie in the fact that in the pandemic time in which the working life and private life have occupied the same times and (sometimes) the same spaces, it was difficult to create the POSFIW and the POSWIF and to think about the mutual exchange of the two domains in association with entrepreneurial success.



CONCLUSION

The conflict between work and family domains plays an important role in the perceived entrepreneurial success. The work–family conflict affects all four dimensions of the perceived entrepreneurial success, proving to be a key element for the perception of the success of women entrepreneurs in this moment of pandemic. Difficulties related to risk management and uncertainty in managing one's own company, especially in this pandemic crisis, can negatively influence the perceived entrepreneurial access in terms of personal financial rewards and fulfillment. Time demands, counter intuitively in this moment instead, increase the success in relationships at workplace, probably due to the greater involvement they cause. The resources used are specific resources, which include self-efficacy in terms of planning and implementing financial. The perceived self-efficacy in transforming opportunities into business and in the ability to grow the company also from a financial point of view plays a decisive role. Proactive and elaborate SS influence three of the four dimensions of perceived entrepreneurial success, showing that interpersonal resources are a decisive factor for women entrepreneurs in this time of crisis.



PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

The results show the key role of the family–work conflict on entrepreneurial success. The study focused on small businesses with limited resources, where generally women entrepreneurs are the main decision-maker and manager. Initiatives based on more favorable legislation to facilitate women entrepreneurs should be integrated by several actions aimed at implementing and diversifying childcare supply and specific family-friendly policies designed for women entrepreneurs. More services should be implemented for women entrepreneurs in this pandemic situation. Women entrepreneurs seem to feel the negative influence of uncertainty and risk. The political decisions of the Italian government should take into account the greater unpredictability given by the pandemic situation to create measures to protect companies that can guarantee a perception of greater stability over time. Entrepreneurial self-efficacy in the dimensions of planning and implementing financial has proved decisive as a resource to be used in the current situation; specific training can be implemented for women entrepreneurs. The ability to create and maintain networks, through proactive and elaborate SS, proved decisive. The possibility of creating networks and associations must be considered as a possible strategy to help women entrepreneurs in this particular crisis situation.



LIMITATIONS

This is an exploratory study that provides some initial evidence on factors that could affect women's entrepreneurial success. However, this study has several limitations. First, this study used a cross-sectional design and self-reporting tools. Furthermore, the sample is certainly limited and not representative, not taking into account the different characteristics of the companies (size, sector, years of activity, etc.). Thus, this could limit the generalizability of the findings and have to be taken into account when interpreting results.
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