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Abstract: This study probed into the impact of entrepreneurial leadership dimensions (i.e., responsibility,
accountability, analytical thinking, and emotional intelligence) on the performance and sustainability
of micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia, through the lens of resource-based view (RBV) theory.
Through the implementation of a cross-sectional design, data were randomly gathered from 403
micro-entrepreneurs whose names appeared in the list of low-income households registered under
“Majlis Amanah Rakyat” Kelantan and “Majlis Agama Islam Dan Adat Istiadat” Kelantan. The quantitative
data were collected during structured interview sessions held between September and December 2017.
The findings of the study revealed that the aspects of responsibility, accountability, and emotional
intelligence exhibited significantly positive effects on micro-enterprise performance; while accountability,
analytical thinking, and micro-enterprise performance displayed a significantly positive influence
on sustainability among micro-enterprises owned by low-income households in Kelantan, Malaysia.
The outcomes further portrayed a significant mediating effect of micro-enterprise performance on
the correlations of responsibility, analytical thinking, and emotional intelligence with micro-enterprise
sustainability. The outcomes of this study extend the scope of RBV theory and simultaneously enhance
our understanding pertaining to leadership, performance, and sustainability interplay, particularly within
the context of micro-enterprises in emerging economies. As such, it is recommended that the government
of Malaysia formulate and to adopt policies that promote varied entrepreneurial-leadership-related traits
among budding micro-entrepreneurs, which may not only boost sustainability performance among firms,
but also encourage low-income household heads to actively engage in more entrepreneurial activities.

Keywords: entrepreneurial leadership; micro-enterprise performance; sustainability

1. Introduction

Intricacies in business, coupled with enhanced global transformation, have impelled firms
to be responsible citizens towards realizing sustainability agendas. As a substantial number of
firms have amalgamated their affirmative commitment with sustainable business practices into
corporate identities, these budding enterprises within the Asia-Pacific region have ample room for
improvement [1], particularly in terms of Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) that appear to
contribute immensely to economies across nations [2]. The significantly positive role played by small
and micro-enterprises in eradicating poverty and creating vast employment opportunities, especially
among emerging economies, has been highlighted by both policy makers and academics [3,4]. Small and
micro-enterprises, which serve as drivers of indigenous entrepreneurship and national development,
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have an essential role at all levels of the global economy by energizing technological capability building,
diffusion of innovations, and capital mobilization [5]. As for Malaysia, which reflects an emerging
economy, micro-enterprises that account for 75% of the total number of SMEs employ approximately
1.3 million individuals throughout the nation, hence signifying its essential function in national
development [6,7]. Micro or small enterprises differ vastly from the larger conglomerates, as MEs
are characterized by one-person-operated, poorly managed, prone to be impermanent, frequently
less productive, often informal, and undercapitalized [8] business ventures that have economic
activities outside formal institutional limitations, but within informal institutional borders. In addition,
micro-enterprises fulfil the demand of the large communal groups by engaging low-paid employees
as waged workers, which seems to be extensively popular among low-income and underprivileged
communities, thus emerging as a powerful instrument to combat poverty as well as to empower the
poor economically [6,9].

Successful and sustainable entrepreneurship demands individuals with unique abilities and
personality traits, some of which have been emphasized in the literature to be significantly influential
in acquiring varied levels of organizational success [10]. From the stance of micro and small firms,
enterprise performance is highly dependent on entrepreneurial characteristics and competencies, such
as leadership capabilities, managerial and networking skills, technological abilities, and the education
level of entrepreneurs [3,11]. Leadership, as an entrepreneurial behaviour, is important due to its
potential in recognizing one’s value in the entrepreneurial process; thus, it is considered vital in
a variety of organizational-sustainability-related aspects, such as fostering innovation and adapting
to changing environments [12]. Entrepreneurial leadership plays a significant role in determining
the success of business ventures [13]. As for small businesses, entrepreneurial leadership remains
essential as micro-entrepreneurs may not successfully develop their business without displaying
effective leadership traits [14]. Perhaps, this may be the reason that the theme of micro-enterprise
success has emerged as popular among entrepreneurs and researchers, especially for those keen in
discovering a definitive formula for successful micro-entrepreneurship [15].

The above discussion raises two essential unanswered (in the extant literature) questions that
have been addressed in this paper, which are: (1) “what are the specific attributes of entrepreneurs
(in terms of entrepreneurial leadership) that affect firm performance, particularly within the context
of micro-enterprises?” and (2) “how do these attributes contribute to the aspects of performance
and sustainability amongst the micro-enterprises?” With rising entrepreneurial social values and
ventures, it is prudent to seek features that mold successful entrepreneurs [10]. Specifically within the
context of the entrepreneurial leadership characteristic, for instance, Lubis [13] views the concept as
relatively new and a growing area of interest that requires deeper knowledge penetration. Meanwhile,
micro-enterprises have been reckoned for battling several limitations in terms of personal traits and
competencies among owners that hinder their growth, survival, and sustainability [3]. According
to Rahman [4], extremely low principal skills are generally one of the main reasons for micro and
small businesses to face barriers at accessing formal markets. From the Malaysian perspective, Wahid,
Aziz, and Halim [16] highlighted that an inadequate human factor appears to be a major challenge
that Malaysian micro-enterprises have to overcome to retain sustenance and competition in the
market. Interestingly, most of the existing literature within a similar context to the present study has
applied the Resource-Based perspective, but limited to firm performance alone, which seems to defeat
the ultimate purpose of the theory in facilitating firms to attain sustainable competitive advantage
(sustainability), which refers to superior economic, social, and environmental performance [17,18].
In the effort to address the significant gap discovered in enterprise sustainability literature in the
context of the Asia-pacific [1] in terms of both theoretical and practical stances, this study investigated
the impact of a significant human factor, which is entrepreneurial leadership (i.e., responsibility,
accountability, analytical thinking, and emotional intelligence), on the performance and sustainability
of micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia. As such, this study contributes by extending the body of
knowledge through the inclusion of sustainability aspects from the viewpoint of micro-enterprises



Sustainability 2018, 10, 1591 3 of 23

from the lens of RBV theory and simultaneously enriching the extant literature, particularly within the
context of the Asia-pacific. This study is indeed significant because small firms have been reckoned to
cater to large communal groups [9] aside from remaining extensively significant for low-income and
underprivileged communities as a powerful tool in eradicating poverty and in empowering the poor
economically. The fact that these small firms have been characterized to heavily rely on the resources
of owners’ characteristics and skills [19] is the prime focus of this particular study.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Theoretical Foundation

Theoretically, this study is based on the theory of the Resource-based View (RBV), which prescribes
organizational resources as the primary drivers of superior enterprise performance [17,20–22]. RBV
proposes that organizational resources are rent and yield only when they remain rare, valuable,
non-substitutable, and imperfectly imitable [17]. From the stance of RBV, resources denote an
accumulation of available factors of production owned or controlled by firms, while capabilities reflect
the capacity of firms to deploy resources by means of organizational processes [21]. Grant [20] asserted
that capabilities can be perceived as the capacity of an amalgam of resources required to execute certain
activities or tasks, which are developed into functional and sub-functional clusters by integrating
human, physical, and technological resources. As leadership abilities appear to be part of valuable
resources [18], imposing the RBV perspective within the present context it can be presumed that the
identified entrepreneurial-leadership-related capabilities (i.e., responsibility, accountability, analytical
thinking, and emotional intelligence), being individual-specific (rare, valuable, non-substitutable,
and imperfectly imitable), may have an impact upon enterprise performance and sustainability in
a direct manner [17,20,22].

Particularly in the case of micro-enterprises, the theoretical approach of RBV seems relevant
primarily because small firms are likely to rely heavily on the resources of owners’ characteristics
and skills [19]. Hence, the RBV is deemed suitable for this study as the operational environments
amidst micro-enterprises are often characterized by uncertain and instable markets, thus demanding
high-caliber human resources that are associated with competency to cope. As such, the survival of
these small firms is perceived to be highly dependent on human resource endowment and unique and
inimitable resources apart from aiding them to be competitive in seizing available opportunities [5].
With that, the RBV has been entrusted with providing the theoretical needs of this study, as it
has been deduced that the RBV reinforces the assertion of conceiving micro-enterprises as entities
that can survive amidst harsh socio-economic environments through unique leadership dimensions
(i.e., responsibility, accountability, analytical thinking, and emotional intelligence) of their managers,
which carry synergy benefits that may lead to superior enterprise performance and sustainability
of the firm. Therefore, in order to exploit the full potential of the RBV and extend the theory, it is
further conceptualized from its viewpoint that acquiring, deploying, and leveraging the identified
dimensions of entrepreneurial leadership, as firm-specific internal competencies, may exert a positive
effect upon enterprise performance and sustainability among the micro-enterprises in Kelantan,
Malaysia [17,20,22].

2.2. Entrepreneurial Leadership

Entrepreneurial leadership is parked at the intersection of leadership and entrepreneurship [12]
wherein leadership translates the process of influencing [23] whereas entrepreneurship reflects both the
entrepreneur and the intersection of an entrepreneur with his or her surrounding opportunities [12].
In reviewing the relevant literature with the objective of identifying the most significant dimensions that
reflect entrepreneurial leadership, a list of essential attributes, including vision, opportunity-focused,
influencing, planning, motivating, creativity, achievement-oriented, flexibility, persistence, patience,
risk-taking, high ambiguity tolerance, tenacity, power-oriented, self-confidence, proactive behaviour,
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and internal locus of control [24,25], has been unraveled where the concepts of entrepreneurship and
leadership converge.

In particular, Becherer et al. [24] and Stogdill [25] asserted that one of the significant traits of
being a successful leader refers to the desire to accept responsibility as well as to occupy a position
of dominance and control. In addition, Natuna and Rinaldi [26] noted that individuals are expected
to possess professional accountability as part of their entrepreneurial competence and, especially,
to comprehend essential entrepreneurial values, such as creativity, risk-taking, and leadership to name
a few. From the stance of the related context, Greenberg et al. [27] upheld that when an organization’s
future goals and environment reflect the past, it is time for entrepreneurial leaders to adopt analytical
models in predicting and managing the situation. Finally, Renko et al. [12] claimed that individual-level
antecedents, for example, leader demographics and emotional intelligence, could be highly significant
in developing effective entrepreneurial leadership.

As entrepreneurship among low-income or underprivileged entrepreneurs is the locus of
this study, it, thus, focuses and builds on the traits or personalities that should be displayed by
entrepreneurial leaders [25], instead of their actions [12], as entrepreneurship is exemplified by the
traits exhibited by an entrepreneur [28], particularly among entrepreneurial organizations where
entrepreneurs play the founding and dominant role for business progression [29]. Hence, based on the
above, the selection of the following entrepreneurial leadership components has been conceptualized
on empirical evidence that suggests one’s personality plays a key role towards the origins of
entrepreneurship [30]. With focus placed on the perspectives laid down above, this study limits
its discussions to the constructs of immediate interest, i.e., responsibility, accountability, analytical
thinking, and emotional intelligence, thus depicting the notion of entrepreneurial leadership and
articulating their respective effect on enterprise performance and sustainability.

2.3. Responsibility and Micro-Enterprise Performance

Responsibility is reflective of habits that reinforce the capacity of a leader to organize and thereby
expedite cooperative efforts generated by alertness and intelligence towards the motives and needs of
others and followed by insight into situations [25]. Meanwhile, the performance of a micro-enterprise
as a multidimensional construct that blankets the operational and financial outcomes of a firm [31]
depicts the personality of the owners [32,33]. Moreover, the RBV upholds that specific traits of
business managers from the stance of valuable knowledge, skills, beliefs, and capabilities can accelerate
the performance of an organization [17,20,22]. Thus, the concept of responsibility viewed as an
individual-specific ability may serve as a valuable and unique capability in channeling firms towards
superior performance.

Responsibility is closely associated with leadership, and hence, has been reckoned to be an
essential characteristic of a leader [25]. Within the context of entrepreneurship, the significance of
responsibility as part of a leader’s traits can be explained by the fact that entrepreneurs work within
a relatively unstructured environment where they need to be wholly responsible for every aspect of the
enterprise, such as sales, recruitment, public relations, and negotiations [34,35]. Empirically, Rodríguez
and Cruz [36] revealed a positively strong correlation between responsibility (environmental and social)
and enterprise performance. In addition, Benavides-Velasco et al. [37] discovered that the adoption
of socially responsible approaches did improve firm performance. Besides, from the viewpoint of
SMEs, Omerzel and Antoncic [38] asserted that abilities related to entrepreneurial leadership, such
as leading a team whilst shouldering responsibilities for a task, is considered to be one of the most
crucial factors to boost the growth of SMEs. Therefore, upon considering both the theory and existing
literature, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Responsibility has a significantly positive impact on firm performance among
micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia.
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2.4. Responsibility and Micro-Enterprise Sustainability

Enterprise sustainability denotes the stakeholder-focused organizational business protocols that
address the integrated economic, environmental, and social aspects of performance over short- and
long-term periods within the limits imposed by nature and society [39]. Theory wise, the RBV can
be deployed to illustrate the contingency of responsibility, as individual-specific capabilities, so as to
instigate superior performance in organizations, thus directing towards sustainability from unique and
inimitable resources and capabilities [17,20,22]. Furthermore, the adoption of responsibility-related
approaches is known to enhance the capability of firms to create value for their stakeholders,
which reflects the centre-stone of the sustainability paradigm [38]. Moreover, responsible initiatives,
such as preventing harm towards the environment, do not only minimize operating costs, but also
enhance enterprise social reputation [40]. In regard to this, Amran et al. [1] asserted that responsible
behavior in an enterprise functions as a sound platform to enhance sustainability. Therefore, socially
and environmentally responsible economic activities can be reckoned to be sources of competitive
advantage (i.e., superior economic, social, and environmental firm performance). Based on the above
discussion, the following hypothesis is proposed.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Responsibility has a significantly positive impact on sustainability among micro-enterprises
in Kelantan, Malaysia.

2.5. Accountability and Micro-Enterprise Performance

Accountability in leaders has been considered to be an informal and socio-political process where
one is expected to behave in a particular manner to uphold an appropriate social order [41]. Based on
the RBV theory, accountability can be characterized as an individual-specific capability that serves
as a valuable and unique capability that may lead firms towards superior performance [17,20,22].
As leadership is the process of occupying one or more positions of responsibility in group activities [25],
it is fundamental that accountability (a socio-psychological process), as a trait displayed by leaders,
brings individuals to be held responsible for their actions, and thereby abuse of their otherwise
well-connected status can be controlled [41].

As a fundamental construct of organizational theory, accountability has a vital function in
managing organizations, particularly within the context of entrepreneurial leadership, where certain
organizational members have influence upon others towards achieving organizational goals [41].
Similarly, Tan and Kao [42] noted that accountability has an impact upon work performance.
Empirically, Nuhu and Hussani [43] discovered that the accountability and composition exhibited
by directors have a positive impact upon perceived enterprise performance. Moreover, based on
prior studies, accountability can be regarded as a crucial determinant in promoting performance in
firms [44,45]. Hence, considering both the theory and existing literature, the following hypothesis
is proposed.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Accountability has a significantly positive impact on firm performance among
micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia.

2.6. Accountability and Micro-Enterprise Sustainability

At the core of the sustainability dilemma is the idea that enterprises ought to be made accountable
for their actions; not just to their owners, but also to a group of wider stakeholders [46]. Theoretically,
the RBV can be deployed to conceptualize accountability, as an individual-specific capability, so as
to instigate superior performance in organizations, thus channelling them towards sustainability
from unique and inimitable resources [17,20,22]. Gray et al. [47] mentioned that accountability
holds substantial potential for both society and ecology. Furthermore, Adams and McNicholas [48]
considered the potential of greater accountability in facilitating change for enhanced sustainability
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performance. Within this particular context, Jamali [46] stressed that pressure for accountability,
along with the significant expense of producing the desired data, has the ability to generate powerful
pressures towards the integration of the financial, social, and environmental performance of an
organization. Furthermore, Kobuthi et al. [44] established a link between the accountability and
non-financial performance of firms, thus reflecting the social and environmental spheres of corporate
sustainability. Meanwhile, Rimvydas [45] claimed that accountability is a key feature of sustainable
organizations, highlighting its facilitating role of positioning firms in both local and global markets.
Moreover, Perego and Kolk [49] signified the need of accountability for sustainability from the stance
of multinational corporations. Thus, considering the above discussion, the following hypothesis
is proposed.

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Accountability has a significantly positive impact on sustainability among
micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia.

2.7. Analytical Thinking and Micro-Enterprise Performance

Analytical and critical thinking have been perceived as intellectual leadership thinking
introversion, whereby an alertness to the surrounding environment and understanding situations are
closely associated with leadership capability [25]. Theoretically, the RBV posits that an entrepreneur’s
analytical thinking as a rare and valuable capability for a firm, inimitable in nature, can generate
superior enterprise performance [17]. Empirically, such a capability does not only facilitate leadership
experience but also supports leadership training [50]. Besides, analytical thinking represents the ability
within one to see beyond simple facts and to think complexly at a more comprehensive level, thus
highlighting the significance of the concept among entrepreneurial leaders, who need to address
complex issues continuously with relatively intricate solutions, along with an ethical, reflective,
or moral approach enhanced by critical thinking [51].

Elson et al. [52] claimed that attention is given by employers and leaders towards the need for
critical thinking skills in the workforce arena so as to generate business trends of evidence-based
decision-making, thus emphasizing the increasing importance of a critical thinking skill set as well as its
impact on professional performance. Within the context of entrepreneurship, business leaders lacking
leadership attributes, such as higher cognitive processing, appear to be less effective, hence indicating
that a deficiency in critical thinking can negatively affect their ability to lead an enterprise [53].
Meanwhile, Ibdah [54] claimed that analytical thinking, as a means of confronting problems and
dealing with both internal and external changes related to varied business activities, boosts the
performance level of firms. Additionally, Kealey, Holland, and Watson [55] empirically proved
that analytical thinking skills contribute significantly towards performance among students. Hence,
considering both the theory and existing literature, the following hypothesis is proposed.

Hypothesis 5 (H5). Analytical thinking has a significantly positive impact on firm performance among
micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia.

2.8. Analytical Thinking and Micro-Enterprise Sustainability

Due to the unknown end point of sustainability, as well as the undescribed processes of
reaching decision points regarding sustainability, those with the ability to think and to assess
the usefulness of such processes and options may offer a sustainable future [56]. In particular,
analytical-operational models can articulate a market principle by generating and evaluating social
values, hence facilitating the management of social, economic, and environmental functions in
association with entrepreneurship [57]. Leaning on the RBV theory, the trait of analytical thinking has
been propounded as a unique and inimitable resource that instigates superior enterprise performance,
thus promoting sustenance among firms [17,20,22]. According to Thomas [56], a range of analytical-
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and context-related skills need to be developed to achieve both sustainability and sustainable
development. Prior studies have stressed that developing dynamic business strategies required
for sustainability is contingent on sensible and responsive thinking [58,59]. In a related context,
Liu [60] noted that the sustainable competitiveness of organizational operations within a dynamic
and complex business environment depends on viable thinking strategies. Burnard and Bhamra [32]
claimed that analytical thinking supports characterizing the responses of an organization towards
disruptive events aside from facilitating organizational sustainable development by outlining the
essential processes that are deemed necessary to elicit a resilient response. Additionally, Menzel [61]
highlighted that both emotions and analytical information processing influence decision-making and
implications for fostering sustainability. Therefore, based on the discussion above, the following
is hypothesized.

Hypothesis 6 (H6). Analytical thinking has a significantly positive impact on sustainability among
micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia.

2.9. Emotional Intelligence and Micro-Enterprise Performance

Emotional intelligence reflects the abilities of individuals in addressing not only their own
emotions but also those of others to assist in decision-making and problem-solving [62]. Kuratko [35]
asserted that motivational and self-influence constructs, such as emotional intelligence, are closely
relevant to the concept of self-leadership. Emotional intelligence within the present context is
defined as a set of cognitive capabilities and self-efficacy that enable individuals to monitor their own
feelings and emotions, apart from understanding how such feelings or emotions can be distinguished
from those of others, and thereby, the output information can be used to guide their emotions and
thinking as they explore business ventures [63–66]. According to Nanayakkara, Wickramasinghe,
and Samarasinghe [67], leaders with a higher level of emotional intelligence are more likely to reap
higher profits.

A study has found that indicators of emotional intelligence, such as ability (cognitive ability
tests), are vital in predicting maximum performance, whereas the non-ability dimension of emotional
intelligence measures personality tests, for instance, to correlate it with typical performance [68].
Empirical evidence further suggests that emotional intelligence offers complete coverage of
emotion-centred self-perceptions that may influence firm-level variables, such as job satisfaction
and firm performance, in a direct manner [68]. Meanwhile, Heffernan et al. [69] revealed a significant
correlation between emotional intelligence and financial performance by implicating that higher
levels of emotional intelligence displayed by the managers can be translated into higher profitability.
Particularly within the context of SMEs, Aslam et al. [70] discovered a positive relationship between
the emotional intelligence of entrepreneurs and firm performance. Hence, the following hypothesis is
proposed based on theory and the existing literature.

Hypothesis 7 (H7). Emotional intelligence has a significantly positive impact on firm performance among
micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia.

2.10. Emotional Intelligence and Micro-Enterprise Sustainability

Effective leadership that results within the time frames required for industries and stakeholders
is generated through a much needed critical element: emotional intelligence [70]. In accordance with
the RBV theory, an entrepreneur’s emotional intelligence, as an individual-specific capability, may
lead to superior performance in organizations, thus channelling them towards sustainability from
unique and inimitable resources [71,72]. Empirically, Nanayakkara et al. [67] found that emotional
intelligence displayed a significant effect on non-financial organizational performance, which is
a social and an environmental sphere of sustainability. Social and emotional competencies, such as
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the ability to manage ones’ own emotions, effectively solving problems, and cooperatively working
with others, are integral elements to attain work-related sustainability. Humphrey et al. [73] further
provided support to the view that both social and emotional aspects of learning have to be considered
for long-term organizational impact and sustainability. Hence, the above discussion dictates the
following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 8 (H8). Emotional intelligence has a significantly positive impact on sustainability among
micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia.

2.11. Micro-Enterprise Performance and Sustainability

In this study, the aspect of enterprise performance is conceptualized as a multidimensional
construct that blankets the operational and financial outcomes of a firm [31]. Meanwhile, enterprise
sustainability refers to stakeholder-focused organizational systems that address the integrated
economic, environmental, and social aspects of performance over short- and long-term periods within
the limits imposed by nature and society [39]. On this, a recent review is has found a positive
correlation between firm performance and enterprise sustainability performance [62]. In addition,
Mishra and Suar [74] purported to establish a positive link between firm performance and corporate
sustainability. Nevertheless, López, Garcia, and Rodriguez [75] reported a negative correlation between
the two constructs, whereas Jacobs, Singhal, and Subramanian [76] revealed an insignificant association
between firm performance and sustainability. The inconclusive contradictory results of prior studies
indicate that deeper research penetration on the subject matter is required. Hence, based on the
aforesaid, the following hypothesis is proposed.

Hypothesis 9 (H9). Enterprise performance has a significantly positive impact on sustainability among
micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia.

2.12. The Mediating Effect of Micro-Enterprise Performance

This study conceptualizes responsibility, accountability, analytical thinking, and emotional intelligence
as influential factors towards micro-enterprise performance and concurrently propounds that enterprise
performance is an enabler of micro-enterprise sustainability. Entrepreneurial leadership, without
doubt, has a significant role in determining superior business performance [13] particularly among
small-scale businesses. Hence, entrepreneurial leadership has remained essential as micro-entrepreneurs
may not successfully develop their businesses without displaying effective leadership traits [14].
Theoretically, from the stance of RBV, one can perceive responsibility, accountability, analytical
thinking, and emotional intelligence as rare, valuable, and inimitable resources that promote
additional capabilities (i.e., improved firm performance) amidst firms, thus directing them towards
a sustainable competitive advantage (i.e., sustainability) [17,20]. Moreover, most cited literature
appears to indicate a significantly positive effect of the identified dimensions found in entrepreneurial
leadership (i.e., responsibility, accountability, analytical thinking, and emotional intelligence) on an
enterprise’s performance cf. [34–36,38,43,44,53–55,67,68]. At the same time, the existing literature suggests
a significantly positive relationship between enterprise performance and sustainability [74,75]. With that,
this study assumes that the adoption of entrepreneurial-leadership-related dimensions could improve
the capacity among micro-enterprises to perform better, thus generating sustainable benefits for their
stakeholders, while simultaneously implicating that enterprise performance has a significant mediating
effect on the correlations of responsibility, accountability, analytical thinking, and emotional intelligence
with micro-enterprise sustainability. Hence, it is indeed necessary to enhance our comprehension regarding
the interplay between the variables so as to reveal latent and casual relationships between the constructs of
interest as well as to offer the robust outcomes that this study has hypothesized, as given in the following, in
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order to examine the indirect effect (apart from the direct effect) of entrepreneurial leadership components
on enterprise sustainability:

Hypothesis M1 (HM1). Micro-Enterprise Performance significantly mediates the relationship between
Responsibility and sustainability among micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia.

Hypothesis M2 (HM2). Micro-Enterprise Performance significantly mediates the relationship between
Accountability and sustainability among micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia.

Hypothesis M3 (HM3). Micro-Enterprise Performance significantly mediates the relationship between
Analytical thinking and sustainability among micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia.

Hypothesis M4 (HM4). Micro-Enterprise Performance significantly mediates the relationship between
Emotional intelligence and sustainability among micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia.

3. Research Methodology

This study employed a cross-sectional research design and gathered quantitative data from
structured interview sessions held in an attempt to measure the impacts of responsibility,
accountability, analytical thinking, and emotional intelligence on the performance and sustainability
of micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia. The study population is comprised of micro-entrepreneurs
from low-income households in Kelantan, Malaysia. The list of registered low-income households in
Kelantan was retrieved from two government agencies that place emphasis on fostering socio-economic
progression among low-income households. As such, “Majlis Amanah Rakyat” Kelantan and
“Majlis Agama Islam Dan Adat Istiadat” Kelantan provided lists of 2690 and 105 micro-entrepreneurs
from low-income households in Kelantan, Malaysia. From the complete list of 2795 low-income
micro-entrepreneurs, 425 micro-entrepreneurs had been randomly selected from nine districts in
Kelantan, namely Tumpat, Bachok, Jeli, Machang, Gua Musang, Kuala Krai, Pasir Puteh, Pasir
Mas, and Tanah Merah. Prior to data collection, the data collection team contacted the selected
respondents to explain the objectives of the survey and to set an appointment for the interview
sessions. The complete data were gathered between September and November 2017, whereby 403
respondents allowed the researchers to visit their premises and hold interview sessions.

3.1. Sample Size

The study sample size was determined via G-Power version 3.1. Based on the power of
0.95 (greater than 0.80, as required in social and behavioral science research) with an effect size
of 0.15, this study required a sample size of 138 to test a model with five predictors. Besides
this, Reinartz, Haenlein, and Henseler [77] proposed a minimum threshold of 100 samples for
structural equation modelling via partial least squares (PLS-SEM). Furthermore, in order to avoid any
possible complication that may arise due to a small sample size, this study collected data from 403
micro-entrepreneurs residing in nine districts spread around Kelantan, Malaysia.

3.2. Research Instrument

The questionnaire was designed by incorporating simple and non-intricate terms to ease
comprehension of the questions and for the respondents to provide answers based on their
own viewpoints. The survey items were adapted from prior studies with minor alterations in
several required sections (complete questionnaire in Appendix A). The items employed to measure
Responsibility were adopted from Berkowitz and Daniels [78]. As for Accountability, the questions
were adopted from Thoms, Dose, and Scott [79], while items that measured Analytical thinking were
adopted from Epstein, Pacini, Denes-Raj, and Heier [80]. Next, items for Emotional intelligence were
retrieved from Schutte et al. [81], whereas questions pertaining to Micro-Enterprise performance were
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adopted from Morgan and Strong [82], and questions regarding Micro-Enterprise sustainability were
adopted from Raymond et al. [83] and Gualandris et al. [84]. In addition, a seven-point Likert scale
(1 to 7, from “strongly disagree“ to “strongly agree“) was used for micro-enterprise performance and
sustainability, while a five-point Likert scale (1 to 5, from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’) was
applied for all of the independent variables.

3.3. Common Method Variance (CMV)

As a procedural remedy to minimize the effect of common method bias, apart from carefully
constructing the items, this study also “informed the respondent that the responses are evaluated
anonymously and there is no right or wrong answer” at the point of data collection [85]. Besides,
as recommended by Podsakoff et al. [85], the five-point Likert scale was applied for all independent
variables, while the seven-point Likert scale was used for dependent variables. For a statistical remedy,
the Harman’s [86] one-factor test was adopted, as suggested by Podsakoff et al. [85], whereby one
fixed factor extracted from all principal constructs is expected to explain less than 50% of the variance.
The outcomes showed that one component explained 25.60% of the variance, which is less than the
maximum threshold of 50%. In addition, correlations between the constructs that exceed 0.9 have been
considered as indicators of common method bias [87]. The highest correlation between the constructs
was 0.544 (between responsibility and accountability), which indicates a lack of common method bias
in the collected data.

3.4. Multivariate Normality

This study tested the multivariate normality by using the Web Power online tool. The Web Power
tool that calculated Mardia’s multivariate skewness and kurtosis coefficients, as well as p-values,
displayed results below 0.05, hence confirming multivariate non-normality.

3.5. Data Analysis Method

Structural equation modelling via partial least squares (PLS-SEM) refers to a causal modelling
approach that maximizes the explained variance of the dependent latent constructs [88]. Moreover, due
to the exploratory nature of this study and the non-normality issue, this study employed a PLS-SEM
estimation with the primary objective of maximizing the explanation of variance among the dependent
constructs embedded in the structural equation model. The results of this analysis are reported as
recommended by Hair, Ringle, and Sarstedt [89] for PLS modelling, which are inclusive of indicator
reliability, internal consistency reliability, convergent validity, discriminant validity, Average Variance
Extracted (AVE), effect size, path coefficient estimates, and predictive relevance.

4. Summary of Findings

4.1. Demographic Characteristics

Data were collected from 403 micro-entrepreneurs (51.6% males and 48.4% females) in Kelantan,
Malaysia for this study (see Table 1). Most respondents belonged to the 20 to 30 (29.5%) and 31 to 40
(29.3%) age groups. As for education qualification, 58.1% of the respondents claimed to have completed
secondary school, and 79.9% of the respondents are married. Out of the 403 respondents, 286 (71%) had
no prior business experience, while the other 117 (29%) admitted possessing prior business experience.
Out of the 117 respondents with experience, 54 (a majority) reported to have only one year of prior
business experience, which was followed by 24 respondents with two years of experience, 15 with four
years of experience, 14 with more than five years of experience, and 10 respondents with three years of
prior business experience. Finally, as for the duration that a firm has been established, 136 (majority)
respondents have been operating their firms for between 6 and 10 years, which was closely followed
by 129 respondents with firms running from 1 to 5 years, while only 16 (4%) respondents have firms
that are less than a year old.
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Table 1. Profile of the Respondents.

n % N %

Gender Education

Male 208 51.6 Never attended school 5 1.2
Female 195 48.4 Primary School 22 5.5

Total 403 100.0 Secondary School 234 58.1

Age STPM/Diploma 80 19.9

20–30 years old 68 16.9 Undergraduate Degree 41 10.2
31–40 years old 119 29.5 Masters Degree 3 0.7
41–50 years old 118 29.3 Others 18 4.5
51–60 years old 78 19.4 Total 403 100.0

61 years old and above 20 4.9 Previous Business Experience

Total 403 100.0 Yes 117 29.0

Marital Status No 286 71.0

Single 53 13.2 Total 403 100.0

Married 322 79.9 Firm Established

Divorced 13 3.2 Less 1 year 16 4.0
Widowed 15 3.7 1–5 Years 129 32.0

Total 403 100.0 6–10 years 136 33.7
11–15 years 57 14.1
16–20 years 34 8.4

More than 20 years 31 7.7
Total 403 100.0

Note: STPM—Sijil Tinggi Persekolahan Malaysia. Source: Author(s) own compilation.

4.2. Reliability and Validity

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics along with the criteria used to evaluate the reliability
of the items employed in this study. The values of mean and standard deviation for all the variables
(i.e., Responsibility, Accountability, Analytical thinking, Emotional intelligence, Micro-Enterprise
performance, and Micro-Enterprise sustainability) are tabulated in Table 2. In fact, the mean value for
analytical thinking, as presented in Table 2, seems to be relatively low with a slightly higher standard
deviation, indicating that not all micro-entrepreneurs possessed similar levels of analytical thinking.
This applies as the reason for the micro-enterprises to have achieved varied levels of performance
and sustainability based on the relatively higher standard deviation values for micro-enterprise
performance and sustainability.

Table 2. Reliability and Validity.

Variables Items Mean SD CA DG rho CR AVE VIF

Responsibility 4 4.263 0.439 0.692 0.701 0.809 0.515 1.498
Accountability 4 4.187 0.483 0.703 0.708 0.817 0.528 1.628
Analytical thinking 7 3.859 0.622 0.848 0.862 0.883 0.522 1.367
Emotional intelligence 5 4.005 0.610 0.790 0.805 0.853 0.538 1.389
Micro-Enterprise performance 5 5.857 0.739 0.868 0.878 0.904 0.653 1.207
Micro-Enterprise sustainability 5 5.570 0.804 0.764 0.779 0.840 0.514 -

Note: Standard Deviation (SD); Cronbach’s Alpha (CA); Dillon-Goldstein’s rho (DG rho); Composite Reliability (CR);
Average Variance Extracted (AVE); Variance Inflation Factors (VIF). Source: Author(s) own compilation.

The Cronbach’s alpha is a conservative measure of internal consistency reliability. The Cronbach’s
alpha reliability analysis revealed that all variables, except Responsibility, have values that exceed
0.7, indicating that all the items are indeed reliable. The Cronbach’s alpha value for Responsibility,
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nevertheless, is 0.692, which is close to 0.7; thus, it is considered reliable. According to Hair et al. [80],
it is also appropriate to apply varied measures of internal consistency reliability, known as “composite
reliability”, with a cut-off value of 0.7 [79]. As displayed in Table 2, the composite reliability values for
all variables exceed 0.8, which signifies reliability. Moreover, the Dillon–Goldstein rho values for all
indicators are greater than 0.7, thus confirming the reliability of the items. Next, in order to achieve
convergent validity, the AVE value should be higher than 0.50. As shown in Table 2, the AVE values
for all constructs are indeed higher than 0.50, thus ratifying acceptable convergent validity. Finally,
this study tested the variance inflation factors (VIF) to detect a multicollinearity issue. As a result,
the VIF values for all variables are below 3.3, which dismisses multicollinearity as a serious issue for
the study dataset [90].

As for reliability, the loading and cross-loading values projected in Table 3 display that all the
indicator loadings exceed 0.6. Therefore, based on Chin’s [91] suggestion that indicators with a loading
higher than 0.5 can be retained, all items embedded in this study have been considered as reliable.
Moreover, the values of cross-loading depicted in Table 3 are higher than the total cross-loadings, hence
affirming discriminant validity. Furthermore, for discriminant validity, based on the Fornell–Larcker
criterion, the AVE for each indicator should exceed the construct’s highest squared correlation with
another construct. As noted in Table 3, all the constructs have managed to meet this criterion.
Finally, the Heterotrait–Monotrait Ratio (HTMT) is an estimate of the correlation between constructs,
paralleling the disattenuated construct score. With 0.9 as the threshold, this study dismisses a lack of
discriminant validity within the dataset of this study.

Table 3. Loadings and Cross-Loadings.

RS AC AT EI EP ES

RS: Item 1 0.731 0.379 0.185 0.159 0.262 0.210
RS: Item 2 0.742 0.459 0.254 0.320 0.248 0.318
RS: Item 3 0.732 0.401 0.211 0.141 0.161 0.231
RS: Item 4 0.663 0.334 0.110 0.163 0.226 0.139
AC: Item 1 0.387 0.779 0.377 0.286 0.250 0.385
AC: Item 2 0.449 0.729 0.222 0.204 0.352 0.343
AC: Item 3 0.405 0.688 0.207 0.255 0.233 0.311
AC: Item 4 0.368 0.708 0.232 0.279 0.159 0.370
AT: Item 1 0.224 0.264 0.785 0.346 0.106 0.296
AT: Item 2 −0.008 0.170 0.681 0.289 −0.055 0.247
AT: Item 3 0.176 0.241 0.712 0.366 0.125 0.305
AT: Item 4 0.222 0.332 0.762 0.368 0.099 0.273
AT: Item 5 0.182 0.294 0.814 0.378 0.191 0.377
AT: Item 6 0.119 0.207 0.612 0.318 0.160 0.246
AT: Item 7 0.333 0.264 0.669 0.301 0.374 0.311
EI: Item 1 0.225 0.294 0.335 0.737 0.185 0.294
EI: Item 2 0.263 0.230 0.300 0.736 0.214 0.122
EI: Item 3 0.166 0.157 0.338 0.668 0.200 0.167
EI: Item 4 0.112 0.232 0.351 0.765 0.174 0.274
EI: Item 5 0.275 0.324 0.385 0.759 0.272 0.321
EP: Item 1 0.295 0.309 0.133 0.238 0.816 0.425
EP: Item 2 0.262 0.343 0.252 0.306 0.806 0.454
EP: Item 3 0.175 0.229 0.073 0.157 0.778 0.307
EP: Item 4 0.205 0.209 0.215 0.200 0.806 0.423
EP: Item 5 0.311 0.293 0.240 0.236 0.835 0.478
ES: Item 1 0.100 0.291 0.274 0.237 0.204 0.623
ES: Item 2 0.243 0.414 0.368 0.240 0.337 0.748
ES: Item 3 0.122 0.338 0.321 0.234 0.285 0.673
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Table 3. Cont.

RS AC AT EI EP ES

ES: Item 4 0.311 0.323 0.243 0.250 0.467 0.740
ES: Item 5 0.329 0.365 0.299 0.266 0.523 0.788

Fornell–Larcker Criterion
Responsibility (RS) 0.717
Accountability (AC) 0.555 0.727
Analytical thinking (AT) 0.274 0.359 0.722
Emotional intelligence (EI) 0.287 0.350 0.471 0.734
Micro-Enterprise performance (EP) 0.317 0.349 0.236 0.289 0.808
Micro-Enterprise sustainability (ES) 0.325 0.484 0.417 0.341 0.526 0.717

Fornell–Larcker Criterion
Responsibility (RS) -
Accountability (AC) 0.779 -
Analytical thinking (AT) 0.347 0.451 -
Emotional intelligence (EI) 0.362 0.455 0.563 -
Micro-Enterprise performance (EP) 0.391 0.429 0.251 0.334 -
Micro-Enterprise sustainability (ES) 0.442 0.658 0.510 0.412 0.609 -

Note: The Italic values in the matrix above are the item loadings and others are cross-loadings. Source: Author’s
data analysis.

4.3. Path Analysis

The path coefficients, as presented in Figure 1 and Table 4, exemplify that the coefficient value for
Responsibility on Micro-Enterprise Performance (Hypothesis 1) is 0.152 with a p-value of 0.011 (at 5%
significance), signifying that the level of responsibility among micro-entrepreneurs has a significantly
positive effect on their firm performance. Besides this, the f 2 value of 0.019 points out an insignificant
effect of Responsibility on Micro-Enterprise Performance. The coefficient value for Responsibility on
Micro-Enterprise Sustainability (Hypothesis 2), surprisingly, appears negative (0.014) with a p-value
of 0.765, reflecting that Responsibility is not statistically significant, but has a positive effect on
Micro-Enterprise Sustainability. The f 2 value of 0.000 indicates that Responsibility has zero effect on
the Sustainability of Micro-enterprises owned by the respondents.

Meanwhile, the coefficient for Accountability on Micro-Enterprise Performance has a positive
value of 0.192 and a p-value of 0.012 (Hypothesis 3), indicating that the level of Accountability exerted
by the respondents has a significantly positive effect on their firm’s performance. Moreover, the f 2

value of 0.028 indicates a small effect of accountability among the low-income household heads on
Micro-Enterprise Performance. On the other hand, the path coefficient value for Accountability on
Enterprise Sustainability (Hypothesis 4) is 0.270 with a p-value of 0.000, which signifies that the aspect
of Accountability exhibited by the respondents has a significantly positive effect on micro-enterprise
sustainability. The f 2 value of 0.078 reflects a small to medium effect of Accountability on the
Sustainability of Micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia.

Table 4. Path Analysis.

Hypothesis Association Coefficient t Value Sig. Decision r2 f 2 Q2

H1 RS→ EP 0.152 2.542 0.011 Accept 0.019
H3 AC→ EP 0.192 2.511 0.012 Accept 0.028

0.097H5 AT→ EP 0.053 0.857 0.392 Reject 0.172 0.002
H7 EI→ EP 0.153 2.479 0.014 Accept 0.021
H2 RS→ ES −0.014 0.299 0.765 Reject 0.000
H4 AC→ ES 0.270 3.860 0.000 Accept 0.078
H6 AT→ ES 0.217 3.700 0.000 Accept 0.427 0.060 0.196
H8 EI→ ES 0.040 0.753 0.452 Reject 0.002
H9 EP→ ES 0.373 6.897 0.000 Accept 0.201

Notes: Responsibility (RS), Accountability (AC), Analytical thinking (AT), Emotional intelligence (EI),
Micro-Enterprise performance (EP), Micro-Enterprise sustainability (ES). Source: Author(s) own compilation.
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Next, the coefficient for Analytical thinking shows a positive (β = 0.053) but statistically
insignificant (p-value = 0.392) effect on Micro-Enterprise Performance (Hypothesis 5). Moreover, the f 2

value of 0.002 indicates a near-zero effect of analytical thinking on the performance of enterprises run
by low-income household heads. The path coefficient value for analytical thinking on Micro-Enterprise
sustainability (Hypothesis 6) is 0.217 with a p-value of 0.000, indicating that analytical thinking among
low-income household heads has a significantly positive effect on their micro-enterprise’s sustainability.
Besides this, the f 2 value of 0.060 points out a small to medium effect size of analytical thinking on the
sustainability of micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia.
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The coefficient for Emotional intelligence presents a positive (β = 0.153) and a significant (p-value
of 0.014 < 0.05) effect on Micro-Enterprise Performance among micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia
(Hypothesis 7). The f 2 value of 0.21 signifies a small effect of Emotional intelligence on Micro-Enterprise
Performance among micro-enterprises in Kelantan. The coefficient for Emotional intelligence displays
a positive (β = 0.040) but statistically insignificant (p-value = 0.452) impact on Micro-Enterprise
sustainability (Hypothesis 8). The f 2 value of 0.002 reflects a near-zero effect of Emotional Intelligence
exerted by low-income household heads on the sustainability of their micro-enterprises. Lastly,
the coefficient for Micro-Enterprise Performance shows a positive (β = 0.373) and significant (p-value
of 0.000 < 0.05) effect on Micro-Enterprise sustainability (Hypothesis 9). Besides this, the f 2 value
of 0.201 signifies a moderate to high effect of Micro-Enterprise Performance on the Sustainability of
Micro-enterprises owned by low-income household heads in Kelantan, Malaysia.

The value of r, which refers to the degree of explained variance, is 0.172 for the performance
of micro-enterprises, indicating that 17.2% of the variation in micro-enterprise performance can
be explained by Responsibility, Accountability, Analytical thinking, and Emotional intelligence.
As for micro-enterprise sustainability, the r2 value is 0.427, signifying that an essential fraction
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(42.7%) of the variation in micro-enterprise sustainability can be explained by Responsibility,
Accountability, Analytical thinking, Emotional intelligence, and Micro-enterprise Performance.
Furthermore, the Q2 value of 0.097 (above 0) points out that the identified factors (i.e., Responsibility,
Accountability, Analytical thinking, and Emotional intelligence) have low predictive relevance
for micro-enterprise performance. Next, the Q2 value of 0.427 for micro-enterprise sustainability
signifies that the identified factors (Responsibility, Accountability, Analytical thinking, Emotional
intelligence, and Micro-enterprise performance) possess high predictive relevance for the sustainability
of micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia.

4.4. Mediating Effects

As for the mediating effects of Micro-Enterprise performance, this study shows indirect effect
coefficients, confidence intervals, and p-values in Table 5. The table reveals that responsibility
has a significantly (p-values < 0.05) positive and indirect effect on micro-enterprise sustainability
among the low-income household heads in Kelantan, Malaysia (at 5% significance), thus confirming
the significant mediating effect of micro-enterprise performance on the correlation between
responsibility and micro-enterprise sustainability (Hypothesis M1). In addition, Table 5 reveals
that accountability does not have a significantly indirect effect on micro-enterprise sustainability,
which projects that micro-enterprise performance does not mediate the relationship between
accountability and micro-enterprise sustainability (Hypothesis M2) among the respondents. Next,
as for analytical thinking, Table 5 displays a significantly (p-values < 0.05) positive and indirect effect
on micro-enterprise sustainability among the low-income household heads in Kelantan, Malaysia,
hence affirming the mediating effect of micro-enterprise performance for the correlation between
analytical thinking and micro-enterprise sustainability (Hypothesis M3). Lastly, a significantly positive
and indirect effect of emotional intelligence is displayed on micro-enterprise sustainability among the
respondents, hence ratifying the mediating effect of micro-enterprise performance on the correlation
between emotional intelligence and micro-enterprise sustainability (Hypothesis M4).

Table 5. Mediating Effects.

Path Beta CI-Min CI-Max Sig. Decision

HM1 RS→ EP→ ES 0.072 0.008 0.134 0.026 Mediation
HM2 AC→ EP→ ES 0.020 −0.025 0.072 0.416 No Mediation
HM3 AT→ EP→ ES 0.057 0.015 0.112 0.023 Mediation
HM4 EI→ EP→ ES 0.057 0.010 0.104 0.014 Mediation

Notes: Responsibility (RS), Accountability (AC), Analytical thinking (AT), Emotional intelligence (EI),
Micro-Enterprise performance (EP), Micro-Enterprise sustainability (ES). Source: Author(s) own compilation.

4.5. Multi-Group Analysis

In the attempt to provide enhanced understanding from both theoretical and practical perspectives,
this study probed into the model by employing the multi-group analysis (PLS-MGA) approach. Among
the vast antecedents, this study selected gender, marital status, and education subgroups in particular
for this analysis. Nevertheless, the scarcity of cases in several subgroups led to a singular matrix error.
As such, this study selected the top two groups with the highest number of respondents based on
marital status and education. The outcomes signified a significant difference in the effect of analytical
thinking upon micro-enterprise sustainability among male and female micro-entrepreneurs. As for
marital status, the effects of analytical thinking on microenterprise performance and responsibility
on microenterprise sustainability are significantly higher for single respondents than that of married
respondents. Lastly, the outcomes displayed no significant variance for the effect of responsibility,
accountability, analytical thinking, and emotional intelligence on micro-enterprise performance and
sustainability amidst micro-entrepreneurs with varied levels of education (Secondary School, STPM,
or Diploma). Moreover, the p-values of all other associations (25 out of 27 associations presented in
Table 6) appear to exceed 0.05, thus indicating a lack of the heterogeneity issue.
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Table 6. Multi-group Analysis.

Gender Male
(Beta)

Female
(Beta)

Male-Female
(Beta)

Male-Female
(p Value)

RS→ EP 0.224 0.112 0.111 0.176
AC→ EP 0.116 0.259 0.143 0.832
AT→EP 0.031 0.091 0.059 0.678
EI→EP 0.216 0.087 0.129 0.146
RS→ ES 0.019 −0.047 0.066 0.270
AC→ ES 0.280 0.265 0.014 0.464
AT→ES 0.316 0.134 0.182 0.061
EI→ ES 0.010 0.056 0.046 0.666
EP→ ES 0.339 0.395 0.056 0.699

Marital Status (Largest Two Groups) Single
(Beta)

Married
(Beta)

Single-Married
(Beta)

Single-Married
(p Value)

RS→ EP 0.265 0.163 0.102 0.284
AC→ EP −0.151 0.200 0.351 0.931
AT→EP 0.388 0.013 0.376 0.029
EI→EP 0.091 0.152 0.061 0.647
RS→ ES 0.366 −0.039 0.405 0.030
AC→ ES 0.033 0.302 0.270 0.912
AT→ES 0.021 0.192 0.171 0.820
EI→ ES 0.295 0.054 0.241 0.118
EP→ ES 0.230 0.383 0.152 0.821

Education (Largest Two Groups) Secondary School (Beta) STPM/Diploma (Beta) Secondary School-STPM/Diploma
(Beta)

Secondary School-STPM/Diploma
(p Value)

RS→ EP 0.070 0.217 0.147 0.787
AC→ EP 0.289 −0.012 0.301 0.085
AT→EP 0.015 0.272 0.257 0.963
EI→EP 0.149 0.057 0.091 0.275
RS→ ES 0.021 −0.122 0.142 0.166
AC→ ES 0.298 0.136 0.163 0.185
AT→ES 0.244 0.195 0.048 0.366
EI→ ES 0.007 0.150 0.143 0.849
EP→ ES 0.345 0.480 0.135 0.824

Notes: Responsibility (RS), Accountability (AC), Analytical thinking (AT), Emotional intelligence (EI), Micro-Enterprise performance (EP), Micro-Enterprise sustainability (ES). Source:
Author(s) own compilation.
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5. Discussion

The aspects of sustainability, expansion of operations, and survival of SMEs highly depend
on certain skill sets of their principals [4]. As such, this work empirically investigated several
essential effects of entrepreneurial leadership (i.e., responsibility, accountability, analytical thinking,
and emotional intelligence) on enterprise performance and sustainability among micro-enterprises
in Kelantan, Malaysia. The study outcomes revealed that the aspect of responsibility exerted by
low-income household heads has a significantly positive effect upon their enterprise performance.
This result is in line with Omerzel and Antoncic [38], who advocated that responsibility among
entrepreneurs is indeed a leadership capability that facilitates achievement of superior performance
among micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia.

The study also discovered a significantly positive effect of accountability among low-income
household heads on their micro-enterprise performance and sustainability in Kelantan, Malaysia.
This result is in agreement with prior studies cf. [43,92], therefore indicating that accountability is
a crucial determinant that promotes not only the performance but also the sustainability of every firm.
As for analytical thinking, this study discovered a significantly positive effect on micro-enterprise
sustainability owned by low-income household heads in Kelantan, Malaysia. This outcome empirically
supports the findings reported in prior studies [58–60] portraying that analytical thinking, in particular,
as an entrepreneurial leadership trait, facilitates micro-enterprise sustainability.

In terms of emotional intelligence, the results display a significantly positive effect on
micro-enterprise performance, which seems to be in concert with the results reported by
Zampetakis et al. [68], hence supporting that emotional intelligence among low-income entrepreneurs
enables them to achieve superior micro-enterprise performance in Kelantan, Malaysia. Lastly,
this study revealed a significantly positive effect of micro-enterprise performance on micro-enterprise
sustainability. This finding appears to be in line with Mishra and Suar [74], while extending empirical
support towards the recent review made by Goyal and Rahman [72], thus confirming a positively
significant influence of a micro-enterprise’s performance on its sustainability in Kelantan, Malaysia.

Finally, as for mediating effects, the results exhibit significantly indirect effects of responsibility,
analytical thinking, and emotional intelligence on enterprise sustainability, which ratify the
mediating role of enterprise performance for correlations between entrepreneurial leadership traits
(i.e., responsibility, analytical thinking, and emotional intelligence) and micro-enterprise sustainability
among micro-enterprises owned by low-income household heads in Kelantan, Malaysia.

6. Implications and Conclusions

Small firms, such as micro-enterprises, cater to large communal groups apart from playing
an important role as a powerful tool to combat poverty and to empower low-income households
economically. As these firms appear to rely heavily on the resources of owners’ characteristics and
skills, this particular study investigated the effect of a significant human factor, which is entrepreneurial
leadership (i.e., responsibility, accountability, analytical thinking, and emotional intelligence), on the
performance and the sustainability of micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia so as to address several
significant gaps found in the entrepreneurial literature and practice of micro-enterprises. In conclusion,
this study is in agreement with Mindt and Rieckmann [93], who promulgated that the development
of sustainability-driven enterprises seeks competent owners. Theoretically, the contribution of this
study is in the form of empirical evidence that ratifies and extends the adoption of the RBV theory
in examining the effects of several entrepreneurial leadership traits (i.e., responsibility, analytical
thinking, and emotional intelligence) upon enterprise performance and sustainability among selected
micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia. Based on the extensive review of literature, this appears to be
the first study that employed large-scale primary data to examine and to provide empirical support
for correlations between responsibility, accountability, analytical thinking, emotional intelligence,
micro-enterprise performance, and micro-enterprise sustainability, within the context of emerging
economies, using micro-enterprises in Kelantan, Malaysia as its data source.
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From the conceptual perspective, this study contributes crucially towards the Resource-Based
View theory from the stance of small firms. This is performed by theorizing and providing
empirical evidence that acquiring, deploying, and leveraging the identified dimensions of
entrepreneurial leadership, such as firm-specific internal competencies, does not only positively
affect enterprise performance but also further facilitates enterprise sustainability (i.e., economic, social,
and environmental). Therefore, this study fulfils the ultimate purpose of the theory towards attaining
sustainable competitive advantage (sustainability). In terms of novelty, this study uniquely contributes
towards the body of knowledge by evaluating both the direct and indirect effects of responsibility,
accountability, analytical thinking, and emotional intelligence on micro-enterprise sustainability. Such
an approach is indeed necessary to reveal latent and casual correlations between the constructs of
interest. Moreover, such robust and rigorous analysis also has aided in determining the significant
factors of superior firm performance and enterprise sustainability.

Although some outcomes of the study diverged from the ones presented in the hypotheses,
overall, the study contributes significantly towards the body of knowledge. For instance, the results
obtained from path analysis and mediation test convey that although the aspect of analytical thinking
among low-income entrepreneurs seems not to significantly affect micro-enterprise performance,
it possesses the ability to affect micro-enterprise sustainability both directly and indirectly in
a significant manner. Moreover, responsibility appears to affect performance directly but sustainability
indirectly, while accountability influences both performance and sustainability directly, and emotional
intelligence with its impact on micro-enterprise performance directly, but sustainability indirectly,
which is mediated through micro-enterprise performance. Such outcomes deepen one’s understanding
pertaining to entrepreneurial leadership traits as well as their impacts on enterprise performance
and sustainability, thus simultaneously extending the scope of the theory and enhancing the
existing literature.

Within the context of practical implications, the outcomes of this study forward insights into
the focus areas so as to improve micro-enterprise performance and sustainability, which appears
to be crucial to promote entrepreneurial activities and to enhance the socio-economic conditions of
highly vulnerable low-income households in emerging economies, such as that in Malaysia. In general,
the outcomes retrieved from this study can be applied to other emerging or developed nations,
where SMEs represent the majority of firms and where entrepreneurial leadership might as well
have a significant impact on the performance and sustainability of firms. Specifically, these results
can be applied by policymakers to sustainably address economical vulnerability among low-income
households, particularly those residing at coastal Malaysia. In terms of micro-enterprise owners,
this study highlights solid insights pertaining to the aspect of self-potential embedded amongst
entrepreneurs, which could be further enhanced and translated to better micro-enterprise performance
and sustainability, which, in turn, decreases the dependency of micro-entrepreneurs on external
agencies, such as the government.

Based on these findings, both the government and the socio-economic developmental organizations
should place more focus on enhancing leadership traits among low-income entrepreneurs, such as
responsibility, accountability, analytical thinking, and emotional intelligence, by means of relevant
policies. Such initiatives may enhance both the performance and sustainability of micro-enterprises,
thus encouraging poor household heads to engage in additional entrepreneurial activities.

As for limitations, this study admits the possible influence of other factors upon micro-enterprise
performance and sustainability that are not accommodated in the present model. Moreover, the focus
of this study on a specific firm size from a single state in Malaysia suggests limited generalizability of
its findings. Hence, it is recommended that future studies should integrate new relevant constructs into
the present model so as to unravel deeper the aspects of entrepreneurial leadership, firm performance,
and sustainability interplay. Furthermore, future endeavours could adopt the present model to examine
the sustainable performance of small, medium, or large firms across nations, which would determine
the applicability or the inability of this model to investigate sustainable performance across the globe.
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Appendix A. Survey Instrument

Code Questions Source

RS: Item 1 I do my chores the very best way I know of
Berkowitz &
Daniels [78]

RS: Item 2 It is more important to work for the good of the team than to work for my own good
RS: Item 3 When given a task I stick to it even if things I like to do better come along
RS: Item 4 I take full responsibility for my financial decisions

AC: Item 1 I feel accountable towards my partners and employees

Thoms et al. [79]
AC: Item 2

I consider the extent to which my level of job performance impacts my
partners/employees

AC: Item 3
I consider the extent to which the methods that I use to perform my job impact my
partners/employees

AC: Item 4 I am consciously aware of the concerns of my partners/employees in performing my job

AT: Item 1
As the owner of a business, I would rather do something that is sure to challenge my
thinking

Epstein, et al. [80]

AT: Item 2 I prefer complex problems rather than simple ones.
AT: Item 3 I find satisfaction in deliberating hard and for long hours
AT: Item 4 The notion of thinking abstractly is very appealing to me.
AT: Item 5 I would prefer a task that is intellectual, difficult, and important
AT: Item 6 My initial impressions of people are almost always right
AT: Item 7 I am good at solving complex business issues

EI: Item 1
When I am faced with obstacles, I remember times I faced similar obstacles and
overcame them

Schutte et al. [81]
EI: Item 2 I am aware of my emotions as I experience them
EI: Item 3 I like to share my emotions with others
EI: Item 4 I am aware of the non-verbal messages I send to others

EI: Item 5
I recognize the emotions that people are experiencing by looking at their facial
expressions

EP: Item 1
Compared to your major competitors, your firm possesses a relatively higher Customer
satisfaction

Morgan & Strong [82]

EP: Item 2
Compared to your major competitors, your firm possesses a relatively higher
Competitive position

EP: Item 3
Compared to your major competitors, your firm possesses relatively higher Customer
retention

EP: Item 4 Compared to your major competitors, your firm possesses relatively higher Sales growth

EP: Item 5
Compared to your major competitors, your firm possesses a relatively higher Return on
investment

ES: Item 1
Compared to your major competitors your firm possesses a relatively higher level of
Environmental performance

Raymond et al. [83];
Gualandris et al. [84]

ES: Item 2
Compared to your major competitors your firm possesses a relatively higher level of
Environmental performance

ES: Item 3
Compared to your major competitors your firm possesses a relatively higher level of
Retention of employees

ES: Item 4
Compared to your major competitors your firm possesses a relatively higher level of
Investment in society

ES: Item 5
Compared to your major competitors your firm possesses a relatively higher level of
Balance between financial, social, and environmental aspects
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