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Abstract

Entrepreneurship education is a key driver of entrepreneurial activity. This study empir-
ically examines the mixed evidence regarding how entrepreneurship education experi-
ences motivate start-up intentions among female university students through the lenses
of identity theory and the social support perspective. Specifically, it investigates whether
entrepreneurial identity mediates the relationship between perceived entrepreneurship
education experience and start-up motivation. Survey data were collected from 412 female
students enrolled at public universities in Saudi Arabia. The findings revealed that a large
proportion of participants had received some form of entrepreneurship-related instruction.
The results further demonstrate that entrepreneurship education positively influences
start-up motivation both directly and indirectly by fostering entrepreneurial identity (EI).
Moreover, social support strengthens the relationship between entrepreneurship education
and entrepreneurial identity, resulting in a significant conditional indirect effect on start-up
motivation. These findings suggest that entrepreneurship education is most effective when
it cultivates entrepreneurial identity within supportive social environments, thereby en-
hancing female students’ motivation to pursue entrepreneurial ventures. Understanding
these relationships is particularly important for female university students, who often
encounter greater social, institutional, and resource-related barriers to entrepreneurial
participation and venture creation.

Keywords: entrepreneurship education; entrepreneurial identity; startup motivation; social
support; women entrepreneurship; emerging economy

1. Introduction
Entrepreneurship is increasingly seen as invaluable for fostering innovation and

economic growth, as well as for creating jobs and developing sustainable economies in both
developed and emerging markets [1]. Consequently, governments and higher education
institutions have expanded their entrepreneurship education initiatives to include future
generations of entrepreneurs, in their efforts to develop the entrepreneurial skills required
to recognise opportunities and create ventures [2,3]. Also, entrepreneurial education
(EE) is viewed as a learning process that can transform the individual into having an
entrepreneurial mindset with creativity and resilience to adapt to the constantly changing
environment with the ability to find solutions to problems within the economy and society
at large [4,5].
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A vast body of research has established that EE positively impacts entrepreneurial
knowledge, attitudes, self-efficacy, opportunity recognition, and entrepreneurial inten-
tion [2,3]. More recent reviews continue to emphasise the importance of EE in shaping
entrepreneurial behaviour while highlighting the need for greater attention to psychologi-
cal and contextual mechanisms underlying entrepreneurial development [6]. It has been
demonstrated that educational experiences enhance entrepreneurial self-efficacy—defined
here as individuals’ confidence in their ability to successfully perform entrepreneurial
tasks—which, in turn, supports engagement in entrepreneurship and aspirations for an
entrepreneurial career [7]. Yet, despite the widespread implementation of entrepreneur-
ship education programs, evidence regarding their association with entrepreneurial out-
comes is mixed, particularly regarding motivation for venture creation and long-term
entrepreneurial engagement among students [2]. These inconsistencies have led scholars to
move beyond direct-effect and intention-based models toward process-oriented explana-
tions that capture psychological and contextual mechanisms through which EE influences
entrepreneurial development [5].

Most entrepreneurship education (EE) studies traditionally focus on the direct rela-
tionship between EE and other entrepreneurial outcomes, such as entrepreneurial intention,
entrepreneurial attitudes, and entrepreneurial self-efficacy [2,3]. Although useful in shed-
ding light on the topic, these studies do little to unveil the psychological process through
which educational experiences shape entrepreneurial development. In fact, recent research
has placed greater emphasis on entrepreneurial identity (EI) as a mechanism explaining
how educational experiences lead to entrepreneurial outcomes [4].

EI is defined as the degree to which individuals see entrepreneurship as a central and
meaningful part of their self-concept and future aspirations [8]. Identity Theory posits that
people are more likely to behave in ways consistent with identities they consider important
and self-defining [9]. Recent research views the development of an EI as a process by which
individuals come to see entrepreneurship as a significant component of who they are and
whom they want to be [4]. EI does not simply result from the acquisition of entrepreneurial
knowledge but is formed through repeated exposure to entrepreneurial experiences, role
models, narratives, and learning experiences [4,10]. These experiences enable students
to gradually incorporate entrepreneurial values and behaviour into their self-definition,
thereby enhancing their engagement and commitment to entrepreneurship.

The development of entrepreneurship is also situated within wider social settings.
According to [10], Social Support Theory states that people’s ambitions, attitudes, and
actions are shaped by the emotional, informational, and instrumental support they receive
from significant others and their social network. For university students, support from
family members, peers, mentors, and educational institutions will boost their confidence in
entrepreneurship, reduce uncertainty and legitimise entrepreneurship as a desirable occu-
pation [11]. Therefore, social support (SS) can enhance the extent to which EE contributes
to the formation of an EI. Although prior studies acknowledge the importance of social
support in entrepreneurial development, empirical evidence on its role in strengthening
entrepreneurial identity formation remains fragmented and inconclusive.

EE may be especially important for female students. Although women’s participa-
tion in higher education has increased significantly over the past few decades, women
remain underrepresented in entrepreneurial activity worldwide [12,13]. Prior studies have
shown that women face more barriers than men in entrepreneurial networks, access to
resources, role models, and social legitimacy. Recent evidence from the Middle East and
North Africa (MENA) region suggests that women entrepreneurs continue to encounter
institutional, social, and network-related constraints despite increasing policy support for
entrepreneurship [12]. These challenges highlight the importance of understanding the
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factors that encourage entrepreneurial development among female university students.
Therefore, educational experiences that enhance entrepreneurial identity and foster sup-
portive social environments may be particularly effective in inspiring women to engage
in entrepreneurship.

These issues gain more weight in Saudi Arabia, where Vision 2030 has placed en-
trepreneurship and women’s economic participation at the core of national development.
Recent reforms have opened significant doors for women in higher education, employment,
and entrepreneurship. Most universities have also included EE in their curricula. However,
social norms, family expectations, and contextual support structures continue to influence
women’s entrepreneurial career choices and aspirations [13]. Therefore, it is pertinent
to explore how the interaction of EE, EI, and SS shapes the process of entrepreneurial
development among female university students in Saudi Arabia.

Whereas entrepreneurial intention has commonly been used as the primary outcome
variable in entrepreneurship research, this study adopts startup motivation as its primary
outcome. Startup motivation refers to the strength of an individual’s desire, commitment,
and willingness to engage in entrepreneurial activity and create a new venture [14]. It
captures the psychological energy that drives entrepreneurial engagement and persis-
tence, reflecting both intrinsic and extrinsic motivational drivers [14,15]. In contrast to
entrepreneurial intention, which primarily reflects a conscious plan or decision to cre-
ate a business venture, startup motivation encompasses the broader forces that drive
entrepreneurial behaviour and sustain persistence in entrepreneurial engagement over
time. As such, startup motivation (SM) is particularly appropriate for studying early-
stage entrepreneurial development among university students, as it captures not only
planned behaviour but also the strength of individuals’ commitment and readiness to
pursue entrepreneurial opportunities.

Although prior studies have examined EE, EI, and SS separately, limited research has
integrated these constructs within a single moderated mediation framework, particularly
among female university students in emerging economies. Furthermore, evidence on the
role of SS in strengthening EI formation remains fragmented and inconclusive. Therefore,
additional research is needed to understand how EI and SS jointly explain the relationship
between EE and SM.

To address these gaps, this study develops and tests a moderated mediation model in
which EE directly influences SM and indirectly influences EI, and the relationship between
EE and EI is moderated by SS. Drawing upon Identity Theory and Social Support Theory,
the present study is argued to address an underexplored area in the entrepreneurship edu-
cation literature by explaining the identity-based mechanism through which EE influences
SM and by identifying the contextual role of SS in strengthening this process among female
university students in Saudi Arabia.

Beyond its contribution to entrepreneurship education research, this study also aligns
with broader sustainable development priorities. By examining how entrepreneurship
education influences startup motivation among female university students, the study con-
tributes to understanding educational mechanisms that support quality education, gender
Equality, and decent work and economic growth. However, these goals are discussed as
contextual implications rather than direct outcomes measured within the empirical model.

2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework
2.1. Theoretical Foundation

This study provides a theoretical framework for understanding how entrepreneurship
education influences motivation for start-ups among female university students, grounded
in Identity Theory and Social Support Theory. According to [9], Identity Theory posits
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that humans have multiple role identities, and that attitudes, decisions, and behaviours
are shaped by the meanings associated with those roles. The salience of a given identity
increases when people feel that identity is very important to their future and self-concept.
In entrepreneurship research, the entrepreneurial identity is defined as the perception of
the individual regarding the importance and meaning of entrepreneurship to them and
what they want to become; how they perceive themselves in the future [8].

Entrepreneurship education may influence entrepreneurial outcomes beyond knowl-
edge and skill acquisition through the framework of Identity Theory. The educational
experience involves exposure to the narratives of the entrepreneurs, the role models of the
entrepreneurs, and experiential learning. Thus, this paper argues that the educational expe-
rience may create those conditions under which students would be more likely to develop
an identity as an entrepreneur, a condition of self-definition that would ultimately result in
the internalization of values and behaviors associated with entrepreneurship [4]. As such,
the more salient the identity, the more students are likely to interpret entrepreneurial activi-
ties as personally meaningful and deserving long-term commitment, thereby strengthening
their motivation toward the creation of a venture.

It also draws on Social Support Theory [10], which posits that what people believe
in, aspire to, and choose in their behaviour is significantly influenced by others’ sup-
port in the sharing of information, emotions, and resources. To aspiring entrepreneurs,
social support can boost confidence, lower uncertainty, and legitimize entrepreneurial
aspirations—especially in places where starting a business might mean lots of risk and
ambiguity [16]. Social support is therefore expected to strengthen the extent to which
entrepreneurship education contributes to entrepreneurial identity formation among
female students.

By integrating Identity Theory and Social Support Theory, this study explains both the
psychological mechanism through which entrepreneurship education influences startup
motivation and the contextual conditions under which this process is strengthened.

2.2. Entrepreneurship Education and Startup Motivation

Entrepreneurship education (EE) has become the primary vehicle through which
universities develop entrepreneurial competencies, entrepreneurial mindsets, and venture
creation capabilities among students [2]. Modern EE is not only about transmitting business
knowledge but also includes experience-based learning, opportunity recognition exercises,
problem-solving activities, business games, and contact with entrepreneurial role models [3].
Students become more aware of entrepreneurial opportunities and gain confidence in their
ability to pursue entrepreneurial careers after having such experiences.

Many studies have found a positive relationship between EE and entrepreneurial
outcomes, such as entrepreneurial attitudes, entrepreneurial self-efficacy, opportunity
recognition, and entrepreneurial intention [2,5]. However, the findings on whether EE
leads to actual long-term engagement in entrepreneurship are mixed. Some students who
express entrepreneurial intentions do not pursue entrepreneurial careers, indicating that
intention alone may not capture entrepreneurial readiness and commitment.

Ref. [3] argue that entrepreneurial intentions do not always translate into en-
trepreneurial careers, suggesting that intention alone may not fully capture entrepreneurial
readiness and commitment. The present study addresses this limitation by focusing on
startup motivation as a complementary entrepreneurial outcome that captures the moti-
vational commitment underlying entrepreneurial engagement (EI). Startup motivation is
defined as the strength of an individual’s desire, commitment, and willingness to engage
in entrepreneurial activity and pursue venture creation” [13,14].
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According to the Theory of Planned Behaviour, intention reflects an individual’s
conscious plan or readiness to perform a particular behaviour [15]. Within entrepreneur-
ship research, entrepreneurial intention refers to an individual’s conscious intention to
start a business venture [17]. In contrast, startup motivation (SM) captures the broader
motivational forces that energise entrepreneurial behaviour and sustain entrepreneurial en-
gagement over time. Startup motivation, therefore, reflects both the willingness to become
an entrepreneur and the psychological commitment required to pursue entrepreneurial
opportunities despite uncertainty and challenges.

Entrepreneurship education (EE) may contribute to startup motivation (SM) through
several mechanisms. Educational experiences can increase the awareness of entrepreneurial
opportunities, enhance perception of venture feasibility, reduce uncertainty associated
with entrepreneurship, and build confidence in the capacity to undertake entrepreneurial
activities [2,7]. Exposure to entrepreneurial role models and venture creation activities
may enhance the perceived attractiveness and meaningfulness of entrepreneurship as a
future career. Therefore, positive perceptions of the attractiveness and meaningfulness of
entrepreneurship as a future career path among students are expected to lead to stronger
startup motivation.

Accordingly, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H1. Entrepreneurship Education (EE) is positively associated with Startup Motivation (SM).

2.3. Entrepreneurship Education (EE) and Entrepreneurial Identity (EI)

Whereas the evaluation of entrepreneurship education has traditionally focused on
outcomes such as entrepreneurial intention, self-efficacy, and entrepreneurial attitudes,
more recent attention has been paid to the role of such education in the process of forming an
EI [4]. EI is defined as that dimension of a person’s self-concept and future self-perceptions
that comprises his or her identification with an entrepreneurial role [8]. EI has emerged as an
important construct within entrepreneurship research because it influences entrepreneurial
attitudes, persistence, venture creation behaviour, and entrepreneurial outcomes. A recent
systematic review by [18] concluded that EI represents a critical mechanism through which
individuals translate entrepreneurial aspirations into entrepreneurial behaviour.

Recent entrepreneurship education research increasingly recognises EI as a critical
mechanism linking educational experiences to entrepreneurial outcomes. Ref. [19] de-
scribe EI as the missing link in EE, arguing that educational experiences become more
influential when students begin to see entrepreneurship as part of who they are. Similarly,
ref. [20] demonstrate that EI is shaped through both educational experiences and social
identity influences, highlighting the importance of contextual and relational factors in
identity construction.

Identity-based views suggest that people are more likely to behave entrepreneurially
if they have internalised the idea of themselves as entrepreneurs rather than viewing it
simply as an alternative career possibility [9].

The formation of an EI is a developmental, socially constructed process. Therefore,
EI does not automatically emerge from acquiring knowledge about entrepreneurship; it
is developed through repeated exposure to entrepreneurial experiences, interactions with
entrepreneurial role models, engagement in entrepreneurial activities, and participation
in entrepreneurial communities [4]. Through these experiences, students gradually come
to view an entrepreneur’s values, behaviours, and aspirations as personally relevant and
compatible with their future selves.

Identity formation is not solely an individual cognitive process but also a socially
constructed phenomenon. Ref. [21] argue that EE encourages identity work by exposing
students to entrepreneurial narratives and role expectations. More recently, Ref. [22] sug-
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gest that EI develops through different combinations of educational experiences, contextual
influences, and individual characteristics rather than through a single pathway. These
findings reinforce the view that EI emerges through ongoing interactions between individ-
uals, educational experiences, and broader social contexts, highlighting the importance of
considering supportive environments when examining EI formation.

Universities are seen as significant contexts in the formation of EI due to the oppor-
tunities they offer for experiential learning, networking, mentoring, and interaction with
entrepreneurial ecosystems. As [23] put it, not only should entrepreneurship education
be perceived as a knowledge transmission mechanism, but it should also be understood
as a socialised learning process through which students build their EIs. For example,
business simulations, startup projects, incubator participation, mentorship programs, and
interactions with practising entrepreneurs may help students internalise entrepreneurial
roles and strengthen their self-definition as entrepreneurs.

Recent competence-based perspectives further emphasise that EE should be viewed
as a developmental process through which students acquire entrepreneurial capabilities,
mindsets, and capital, rather than merely entrepreneurial intentions [1]. This perspective
reinforces the importance of examining identity formation as an intermediate mechanism
linking EE to entrepreneurial outcomes.

It may be of special importance to the female students. It has been claimed that women
have fewer entrepreneurial role models and are more uncertain about entrepreneurial career
paths than men [24]. This will help provide exposure to successful entrepreneurs, give
opportunities for entrepreneurial experimentation, and create environments that legitimise
entrepreneurial aspirations. Therefore, educational experiences may play an important role
in strengthening EI among female university students.

Empirical studies provide mounting evidence of a relationship between EE and the
development of an EI. Ref. [4] showed that EE helps construct an EI by stimulating a
reinterpretation of skills and future career possibilities in entrepreneurial terms. Recent
research has also suggested that experiential and socially embedded entrepreneurship
education environments are particularly effective in facilitating identity development
because they allow students to actively enact entrepreneurial roles rather than simply learn
about the entrepreneurship conceptually [4,5].

In line with Identity Theory, it is assumed that EE will boost EI by increasing stu-
dents’ exposure to entrepreneurial experiences and by internalising the roles and values
of entrepreneurship.

H2. Entrepreneurship Education (EE) is positively associated with Entrepreneurial Identity (EI).

2.4. Entrepreneurial Identity (EI) and Startup Motivation (SM)

The motivational role of EI has been gaining importance as a key driver of en-
trepreneurial behaviour. According to Identity Theory, people are motivated to act in
ways that align with the identities they consider important and central to their self-
concept [9]. Therefore, individuals who consider themselves entrepreneurs at the core of
their self-concept will likely engage in entrepreneurial activities and persist in pursuing
entrepreneurial objectives.

EI is thus argued to go beyond entrepreneurial knowledge or skills, shaping how
people recognise opportunities, assess risks, and set goals for the future. Individuals with a
strong EI are more likely to find working as an entrepreneur personally fulfilling and in
line with what they want to achieve in the future [8]. Therefore, EI serves as a source of
intrinsic motivation to sustain effort, resilience, and continued involvement in the face of
uncertainty and potential failure.
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Prior studies indicate that EI enhances an entrepreneur’s commitment by instilling a
sense of purpose and personal relevance towards entrepreneurial activities. For example,
Ref. [14] argue that EI fosters sustained passion and motivation in entrepreneurship because
individuals become psychologically and emotionally attached to entrepreneurial goals that
closely define them. Ref. [25] also maintain that EI affects entrepreneurial persistence by
shaping commitment to entrepreneurial roles and aspirations.

The relationship between EI and motivation to start a business may be most critical in
the initial phase of becoming an entrepreneur. University students are often unsure about
their careers and may have knowledge about entrepreneurship without a strong commit-
ment to act entrepreneurially. In such cases, EI can work as a motivation connector between
entrepreneurial learning and entrepreneurial action. If students perceive entrepreneurship
as a significant part of their future selves, they will likely be more motivated to start a
business because entrepreneurial activities will be personally meaningful rather than just
attractive career options.

This view is particularly applicable to female students. EI might help women overcome
social and contextual barriers by enhancing their confidence, legitimacy, and commitment to
an entrepreneurial career. Once entrepreneurship is integrated into students’ self-concept,
they may pursue such opportunities with greater willingness, even in the presence of
external challenges or uncertainty.

Empirical evidence has been mounting to support the positive relationship between
EI and entrepreneurial outcomes. For example, behaviours associated with EI include
entrepreneurial passion, entrepreneurial persistence, entrepreneurial commitment, and
venture creation behaviours [8,14]. Based on Identity Theory, the study hypothesises that EI
will play a significant role in motivating students to pursue entrepreneurial opportunities
and in increasing their willingness to engage in venture creation activities.

Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H3. Entrepreneurial Identity (EI) is positively associated with Startup Motivation (SM).

2.5. Social Support (SS) as a Boundary Condition

While EE may provide knowledge, skills, and entrepreneurial experiences, the extent
to which students internalise these experiences as part of their self-concept may depend
on the social environment in which they are situated. Social Support Theory suggests that
individuals’ aspirations, attitudes, and behavioural choices are influenced by the support
they receive in three forms: emotional, informational, and instrumental support from
significant others and the social network [10].

Social support (SS) has been defined as a multidimensional construct comprising emo-
tional, informational, instrumental, and esteem support. Emotional support is encourage-
ment, empathy, and psychological reassurance. Informational support is advice, guidance,
and knowledge sharing. Instrumental support is tangible assistance and resources. Esteem
support builds confidence and self-belief [10]. Recent meta-analytic evidence further con-
firms that social support plays a significant role in shaping entrepreneurial intentions and
entrepreneurial behaviour by providing emotional encouragement, informational resources,
and confidence-enhancing mechanisms [26]. All these supports can reduce uncertainty,
strengthening the confidence individuals need to pursue challenging goals, such as an
entrepreneurial career.

In the entrepreneurship literature, SS has been found to be positively related to en-
trepreneurial attitudes, entrepreneurial intentions, entrepreneurial persistence, and venture
creation outcomes [16]. SS is especially important in the early stages of entrepreneurship
as most aspiring entrepreneurs experience a high degree of uncertainty, ambiguity, and
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perceived risk. Therefore, a supportive social environment helps raise levels of confidence
and legitimizes the entrepreneurial aspiration.

Recent evidence further highlights the importance of social and relational resources in
entrepreneurial development. Ref. [27] found that EE and social capital jointly influence
entrepreneurial behaviour through psychological mechanisms, suggesting that supportive
social environments enhance the effectiveness of EE. These findings reinforce the argument
that SS functions as an important contextual condition influencing EI formation.

In terms of female students, it could be SS that matters most. Prior studies have
argued that women are more likely to consider social validation and relational support
when evaluating entrepreneurial career opportunities [24]. Family encouragement, peer
acceptance, mentoring relationships, and institutional support may help reduce perceived
barriers and strengthen entrepreneurial confidence. In this regard, a lack of SS may weaken
students’ willingness to pursue entrepreneurial aspirations, even when experiences in EE
are positive. To reduce perceived barriers and build confidence toward entrepreneurship,
this can include family encouragement, peer acceptance, mentoring relationships, and
institutional support.

Research from the Middle East indicates that women entrepreneurs often face unique
social, cultural, and institutional challenges that influence entrepreneurial participation
and venture creation. For example, Ref. [28] found that women entrepreneurs in Oman en-
countered barriers related to social expectations, access to resources, and business support
networks despite strong entrepreneurial aspirations. More recently, Ref. [29] demonstrated
that social support plays a critical role in helping entrepreneurs in emerging economies
cope with fear of failure, uncertainty, and perceived entrepreneurial risks. These findings
suggest that supportive social environments may be particularly important for female
students considering entrepreneurial careers within the broader Middle Eastern context.

SS should not be seen only as a family or external social networks. Universities
can have mentoring programs, incubators, networking opportunities, entrepreneurship
clubs, peer-learning communities, business competitions, and interactions with successful
entrepreneurs. All of these will create opportunities for students to be encouraged and
guided, and for the role of an entrepreneur to be validated as they go through identity
development processes [23].

Although EE, EI, and SS have each received considerable scholarly attention, limited
research has examined how these constructs interact simultaneously within a moderated
mediation framework. In particular, little is known about whether social support strength-
ens the identity-development process through which EE influences SM among female
university students.

This study is based on Identity Theory and Social Support Theory, and it is assumed
that the relationship between the EI and EE will be stronger in the presence of social
support, therefore making the stated hypothesis tenable. It is assumed in this study that
while EE may expose students to entrepreneurial ideas and experiences, supportive social
environments increase the likelihood that these experiences will be interpreted as personally
attainable, socially legitimate, and compatible with students’ future aspirations. Therefore,
the influence of EE on the development of EI is expected to be stronger among students
who perceive higher levels of SS.

Accordingly, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H4. Social Support (SS) positively moderates the relationship between Entrepreneurship Education
(EE) and Entrepreneurial Identity (EI), such that the relationship is stronger when Social Support
is high.
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2.6. Conceptual Framework and Hypotheses Development

Identity Theory posits that people are driven to perform actions that align with
their dominant role identities. In EE, this process may occur as students are exposed to
entrepreneurial experiences, role models, venture-creation activities, and narratives of
entrepreneurship, which may gradually reshape their self-concepts and career possibilities.
As a result of the above, entrepreneurial activities become more compatible with and
supportive of one’s future career aspirations as the EI becomes salient.

Thus, EE can impact SM both directly and indirectly through EI. Educational experi-
ences may help internalise entrepreneurial values and roles, which in turn will enhance
motivational commitment to venture creation. Therefore, EI is a significant psychological
mechanism through which EE leads to entrepreneurial outcomes.

Recent studies have placed increasing emphasis on identity-based mechanisms in
explaining entrepreneurial behaviour. EI has been linked to entrepreneurial passion,
entrepreneurial persistence, entrepreneurial commitment, and intentions to create a ven-
ture [8,14]. These findings suggest that students who develop stronger EI are more likely
to exhibit higher levels of startup motivation, as their entrepreneurial activities align with
their self-concept and future aspirations.

In this study, EI is proposed to mediate the relationship between EE and SM.

H5. Entrepreneurial Identity (EI) mediates the relationship between Entrepreneurship Education
(EE) and Startup Motivation (SM).

The strength of this indirect relationship may vary depending on the level of SS
perceived by students. Social Support Theory posits that supportive social environments
increase confidence, reduce uncertainty, and legitimise entrepreneurial aspirations [10].
This means that if students perceive high levels of support from family members, peers,
mentors, and educational institutions, they are more likely to internalise entrepreneurial
experiences and form stronger EIs. Hence, the indirect effect of EE on SM via EI may be
stronger under conditions of high SS.

Conversely, under low social support, translating educational experiences into the
formation of an EI is less likely, thereby weakening the indirect effect of EE on startup
motivation. SS is, therefore, a factor that not only directly influences context but also
shapes the strength of the identity-formation process through which EE influences
startup motivation.

Drawing upon the integration of Identity Theory and Social Support Theory, this study
proposes a moderated mediation model in which SS strengthens the indirect effect of EE on
SM through EI.

H6. Social Support (SS) positively moderates the indirect relationship between Entrepreneurship
Education (EE) and Startup Motivation (SM) via Entrepreneurial Identity (EI), such that the
indirect effect is stronger when SS is high.

Figure 1 presents the conceptual framework of the study.
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Figure 1. Theoretical framework of the study.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Study Constructs

The constructs used in this study were measured using previously validated scales
adapted from entrepreneurship and educational research. All measurement items
were assessed using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to
5 (strongly agree).

Entrepreneurship Education (EE) was conceptualized as students’ perceived en-
trepreneurship education experience. Consistent with prior entrepreneurship education
research, the construct captures the extent to which entrepreneurship-related educational
activities contribute to the development of entrepreneurial knowledge, entrepreneurial
skills, opportunity recognition, entrepreneurial confidence, entrepreneurial attitudes, and
preparedness for entrepreneurial careers [2,17,30]. Accordingly, the EE construct reflects stu-
dents’ overall perceptions of the effectiveness and developmental value of entrepreneurship
education (EE) experiences rather than treating entrepreneurial intention or entrepreneurial
self-efficacy as independent dimensions of entrepreneurship education (EE) itself.

The EE construct was intentionally operationalised as students’ perceptions of the
developmental outcomes of entrepreneurship education experiences, rather than as a
simple count of educational activities. Consistent with prior EE research [2,17], perceived
gains in entrepreneurial confidence, opportunity recognition, entrepreneurial attitudes,
and preparedness for entrepreneurial careers are considered important indicators of the
effectiveness of entrepreneurship education interventions.

Entrepreneurial Identity (EI) refers to the extent to which students perceive en-
trepreneurship as an important and meaningful part of their self-concept and future aspira-
tions [3]. Students with stronger entrepreneurial identities (EI) are more likely to internalise
entrepreneurial values and view entrepreneurial activities as personally relevant.

Startup Motivation (SM) reflects the strength of an individual’s desire, commitment,
and willingness to engage in entrepreneurial activity and pursue venture creation oppor-
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tunities. Startup motivation (SM) encompasses both intrinsic and extrinsic motivational
drivers that energise entrepreneurial engagement and persistence [13].

Social Support (SS) refers to students’ perceptions of the emotional, informational,
instrumental, and motivational support they receive from family members, peers, mentors,
educational institutions, and other significant social actors [10]. Higher levels of perceived
social support indicate stronger encouragement and validation of entrepreneurial aspira-
tions. The constructs examined in this study, together with their conceptual definitions,
measurement items, and original sources, are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Constructs, Definitions, Items and Sources.

Construct Definition Items Key References

Entrepreneurship
Education

Students’ perceptions of the
developmental value and effectiveness of
entrepreneurship education experiences

EE1—The entrepreneurship course provided
high-quality, practical learning experiences that

improved my understanding of entrepreneurship.
EE2—This course significantly enhanced my

entrepreneurial knowledge and skills, including
opportunity identification and business planning.

EE3—As a result of this course, I feel confident in my
ability to start and manage a new business.

EE4—My participation in this course increased my
intention to pursue entrepreneurship as a future career.
EE5—This course strengthened my positive attitude

toward entrepreneurship as an attractive and fulfilling
career path.

EE6—This course improved my ability to recognize
and evaluate potential business opportunities.

[17,30]

Entrepreneurial
Identity

The degree to which entrepreneurship is
central to self-concept

EI1—Seeing myself as an entrepreneur is an important
part of who I am.

EI2—I strongly identify with the values and behaviors
associated with being an entrepreneur.

EI3—Being an entrepreneur reflects what I consider
meaningful and central in my life.

EI4—I feel committed to developing and maintaining
an entrepreneurial role or career.

[8]

Startup Motivation Strength of desire and commitment to
entrepreneurial activity

SM1—I am motivated to start a startup because I find
the process personally enjoyable and fulfilling.

SM2—I am motivated to start a startup because of the
potential financial and career rewards it offers.

SM3—I want to start a startup because it allows me the
freedom and control to make my own decisions.

SM4—I am motivated to start a startup because I feel
capable of successfully handling entrepreneurial

challenges.
SM5—I am motivated to start a startup because I see

promising opportunities in the market.
SM6—I am motivated to start a startup due to limited

alternatives in traditional employment.

[13,14]

Social Support
Emotional, informational, and

instrumental support for entrepreneurial
aspirations

SS1—People important to me provide emotional
encouragement when I pursue entrepreneurial goals.
SS2—I receive practical help or resources from others

that support my entrepreneurial activities.
SS3—Those around me offer useful advice and
information that help me make entrepreneurial

decisions.
SS4—My family, friends, or close contacts express

confidence in my ability to succeed as an entrepreneur.

[10]

3.2. Description of Study Population

This study targets female students enrolled in public universities in the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia as a research population. According to the Saudi Council of Universities’
Affairs official statistics, the total enrolment in public universities reached 572,588 female
students, distributed across 28 universities in all geographical regions of the Kingdom, at
the end of 2024.
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3.3. Sample Selection Method

To ensure representation of different geographical regions in Saudi Arabia in this
study, to capture the diversity within field of study (e.g., Humanities, Engineering, Sci-
ences), reduces sampling bias, compared to simple random sampling, and enhance the
generalization of the results, stratified random sampling was used as the data collection
technique [31]. The sample size calculation formula was adopted based on [32]’s formula
for determining the appropriate sample size in a finite population, applied to Cochran’s
sample size formula.

n0 =
Z2 × p × (1 − p)

e2 and n =
n0

1 + (n0 − 1)/N

where “n0” = sample size for infinite population; “n” = required sample size;
“N” = population size; “P” = estimated proportion of the population (commonly 0.5);
“Z” = confidence level at 1.96; and “e” = margin of error (±5%).

n0 =
(1.96)2 ∗ 0.5 ∗ (1 − 0.5)

(0.05)2

n0 =
3.8416 ∗ 0.25

0.00252 n0 =
3.8416 ∗ 0.25

0.0025
n0 =

0.9604
0.0025

n0 = 384.16

n =
n0

1 + (n0 − 1)/N

n =
384.16

1 + (384.16 − 1)/572,588

So n = 383.9

Accordingly, the appropriate study sample size is 384 respondents from a population
of 572,588 female students in public universities in Saudi Arabia.

3.4. Data Collection and Analysis Techniques

This study employed a quantitative research methodology, utilizing self-administered
questionnaires to collect primary data. To enhance the questionnaire’s credibility and
ensure its suitability for the entrepreneurship education sector, it underwent multiple
reviews and evaluations by a panel of academics and entrepreneurship experts to verify its
reliability and usability in achieving the study’s objectives. Furthermore, the confidentiality
of the collected data was emphasized, ensuring its use solely for scientific research purposes.
Respondents were free to withdraw from the questionnaire at any time. Data were collected
during October and November 2025, the questionnaires were distributed to 499 female
students across Saudi Arabia. In the end, 412 completed surveys were returned, resulting
in a response rate of 82.5%, and were analysed statistically. To achieve the objectives of
the study, the questionnaire was organized into five distinct sections. The first section of
the questionnaire was dedicated to collect demographic data, while the rest for sections
were dedicated to collect all needed data about the study’s key constructs, which are
Entrepreneurship Education “EE”, Startup Motivation “SM”, Entrepreneurial Identity “EI”,
and Social Support “SS”. The items related to the four constructs were assessed using a five-
point Likert scale. As for data analysis techniques, the descriptive statistical analyses were
employed using SPSS v.29.2022 and Microsoft Excel v.15.2013. In addition, the structural
equation modeling (Smart-PLS-SEM.V.4.1.1.6) was used to examine the study hypotheses.
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4. Results
4.1. The Outer Model
4.1.1. Validation of Measurement Constructs

To determine whether items created to measure a particular construct were related to
other items measuring the same construct, convergent validity was assessed. As all stan-
dardized factor loadings met the thresholds suggested by [33], with all values surpassing
the lowest acceptable level of 0.50 and the majority approaching or surpassing the ideal
threshold of 0.70, the results confirmed satisfactory construct validity. Also, the internal
consistency was examined for all measurement scales of the study, and all results meets the
recommended cut-off point (0.70) by [33,34], confirming the composite reliability for all
constructs. Additionally, the average variance extracted (AVE) was conducted to examine
the measurement model’s convergent validity. All results exceed the recommended value
of 0.50 [35]. See Table 2.

Table 2. The Measurement Model Validity Analysis.

Constructs Items
Convergent Validity Internal Consistency

“λ” “AVE” “α” “rho_a”

Entrepreneurship Education
“EE”

EE1 0.862

0.705 0.916 0.918

EE2 0.849

EE3 0.850

EE4 0.797

EE5 0.833

EE6 0.845

Startup Motivation
“SM”

SM1 0.871

0.745 0.932 0.932

SM2 0.866

SM3 0.842

SM4 0.870

SM5 0.869

SM6 0.862

Entrepreneurial Identity
“EI”

EI1 0.863

0.748 0.888 0.889
EI2 0.879

EI3 0.862

EI4 0.855

Social Support
“SS”

SS1 0.871

0.776 0.905 0.905
SS2 0.879

SS3 0.894

SS4 0.880

The results of the statistical analysis, presented in Table 2, indicate that all standardized
factor loading values were higher than the recommended cut-off point (0.70) by [33], show-
ing a satisfactory level of reliability. Additionally, the average extracted variance scores
high values, ranged from 0.705 to 0.776, which exceed the recommended value (0.50) of [35],
confirming a statistically sufficient level of convergence. Furthermore, all Cronbach’s
alpha values were high scores, ranged from 0.888 to 0.932, and the composite reliability
values ranged from 0.889 to 0.932, all values exceeded the cut-off point (0.70) recommended
by [33,34], confirming strong internal consistency among the model’s various variables.
Taken together, these results confirm that the measurement model has acceptable con-
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vergence and reliability in internal consistency, providing a solid basis for subsequent
structural model analysis. Additionally, Assessment of common method bias was con-
ducted using both procedural and statistical remedies. Procedurally, respondents were
assured of anonymity and confidentiality, and all measurement items were adapted from
previously validated scales to reduce evaluation apprehension and response bias. Statis-
tically, collinearity diagnostics were examined using variance inflation factors (VIFs) in
SmartPLS. The results indicated that all indicator VIF values ranged from 2.06 to 2.95, while
the inner-model VIF values ranged from 1.00 to 1.30, remaining well below the recom-
mended threshold of 3.3. These findings suggest that common method bias is unlikely to
pose a significant threat to the validity of the study results.

4.1.2. Evaluation of Construct Distinctiveness

To determine the distinctiveness of each model construct, discriminatory validity
was examined. This validity assumes the independence of the constructs, or in other
words, the absence of statistically significant correlations between them. Based on the
procedures described by [36], the cross-loading method and the [35] were applied to verify
the discriminatory validity of the model constructs. The statistical results confirmed the
distinctiveness of the model constructs, showing that each construct differs sufficiently
from the others. See Table 3 for further details.

Table 3. Construct Discriminant Validity Assessment.

Factors EI EE SS SM

EI 0.865

EE 0.483 0.839

SS 0.229 −0.007 0.881

SM 0.609 0.604 0.086 0.863

Table 3 shows that each factor in the proposed model is clearly empirically dis-
tinct from the others factors. As all the diagonal values (the square root of the AVE.
“EI” = 0.865; “EE” = 0.839; “SS” = 0.881; “SM” = 0.863) are higher than the correlations
values (off-diagonal), confirming the discriminant validity across all constructs, which
is in line with the standards set by [33,34,37] guidelines for the sufficient discriminant
validity. Accordingly, “EE”, “EI”, “SM” and “SS” are empirically distinct constructs, the
observed correlations—especially among “EE”, “EI” and “SM”—are theoretically meaning-
ful without indicating multicollinearity or construct overlap, and the measurement model
is valid and suitable for testing the hypothesized direct effects, mediation, moderation,
and moderated mediation relationships. Furthermore, the discriminant validity was more
investigated using the heterotrait–monotrait ratio. See Table 4.

Table 4. Heterotrait–monotrait ratio (HTMT)—Matrix.

Factors EI EE SS SM

EE 0.535

SS 0.255 0.051

SM 0.669 0.651 0.097

SS × EE 0.266 0.067 0.021 0.036

According to the recommended threshold suggested by [38] for heterotrait–monotrait
(HTMT) ratios of 0.90, and as shown in Table 4, all HTMT values were below the cut-
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off point ranging from 0.021 to 0.669, reflecting that all constructs are clearly distinct,
empirically different, and not measuring overlapping concepts. Additionally, the interac-
tion relationship (SS × EE) shows excellent discriminant validity, which are well below
the recommended thresholds, confirming that the moderation construct does not suffer
from multicollinearity or redundancy, which support the validity of testing the modera-
tion relationship (H4) and the moderated mediation relationship (H6). Accordingly, the
heterotrait–monotrait (HTMT) ratios results indicate that all structures in the model possess
satisfactory discrimination validity and are experimentally distinct, thus supporting the
suitability of the measurement model.

4.1.3. Explanation Power of the Model (R2)

To test the explanatory power of the suggested model and the variance in the depen-
dent variables accounted for by the independent variables, the coefficient of determination
(R2) was utilized. This number varies from zero to one, with a value of one signifying
perfect prediction accuracy and a value of zero denoting a lack of explanatory ability.
Based on the thresholds established by [37], the R2 values in Table 5 demonstrate that the
independent variables significantly affect the dependent variables, exhibiting predictive
power from weak to moderate. These statistical data indicate that the model has enough
explanatory power.

Table 5. Explanation Power of the Model Results (R2).

Factors R2 Level

EI 0.365 Moderate

SM 0.496 Moderate

The results in Table 5 indicate that the predictors explained 36.5% of the variance
in “EI” (R2 = 0.365), which suggests that entrepreneurship education—conditioned by
social support—plays a meaningful role in shaping entrepreneurial identity among female
students in Saudi universities. Additionally, the results show that the predictors explained
49.6% of the variance in “SM” (R2 = 0.496), which is moderate explanatory power, approach-
ing the threshold of substantial explanation, confirming that both direct educational effects
and identity-based mechanisms are key factors in motivating Saudi female university stu-
dents towards startup creation. Accordingly, both values represent moderate explanatory
power, indicating the model’s adequacy in explaining identity formation and motivational
outcomes among Saudi university female students. Overall and according to [33,37], it can
be pointed out that the model has satisfactory explanatory power overall and is suitable for
hypothesis testing.

4.1.4. Variance Explained (f2)

An effect size test (f2) was performed to evaluate the extent of influence that each
independent variable (IV) had on the dependent variable (DV) in the proposed model.
According to C [38] criteria, the statistical results in Table 6 demonstrate that the effect sizes
of the independent factors on the dependent variables range from negligible to small and
medium level. These findings offer more understanding of the comparative impact and
practical importance of each predictor within the model.

As shown in Table 6, and according to the proposed criteria of [33,38]. “EE” shows a
medium effect on “SM” (f2 = 0.249), indicating that education motivates female students
to pursue startup beyond identity formation, which support the relationship at H1. “EE”
shows a large effect on “EI” (f2 = 0.395), which means that removing “EE” from the model
would lead to a significant reduction in the explained variance of “EI”, which is considered
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as a strong empirical support for H2. “SS” exhibits a small effect on “EI” (f2 = 0.082), yet
meaningful and supportive role in shaping identity formation. Additionally, “EI” had
a medium effect on “SM” (f2 = 0.261), which support H3 and reinforces the proposed
mediating role at H5. While, the interaction effect “SS × EE” exhibits a small to medium
effect on “EI” (f2 = 0.122), indicating that social support enhances the effectiveness of
entrepreneurship education in shaping identity, providing empirical grounding for the
moderation effect at H4.

Table 6. Squared Effect Size (f2) Results.

Factors EI SM

EI 0.261

EE 0.395 0.249

SS 0.082

SS × EE 0.122

4.1.5. Model Fit Evaluation

Model goodness-of-fit assessment was performed to evaluate the appropriateness and
sufficiency of the suggested model within the measurement model, structural model, and
the overall framework. See Table 7.

Table 7. Model Goodness-of-fit Assessment Results.

Saturated Model Estimated Model

SRMR 0.040 0.041

d_ULS 0.344 0.346

d_G 0.159 0.160

Chi-square 386.920 389.444

NFI 0.935 0.934

As shown in Table 7 and according to guidelines of [39], the SRMR values for both the
saturated (0.040) and estimated (0.041) models were close and well below the recommended
cut-off point (0.10), indicating estimation consistency. Regarding the d_ULSand d_G values,
both results were slightly higher in the estimated model, indicating better fit and stability
of the model, and the proposed structural paths, including mediation and moderation
effects, are consistent with the empirical data. Additionally, the Chi-square result was also
slightly higher in the estimated model, while, it considers in line with the expectations
given its sensitivity to sample size. As for the NFI results, both results were slightly
higher than the accepted threshold of 0.90 [40], confirming that the proposed theoretical
model explains the observed data better than the null model, which reinforce the adequacy
of the hypothesized structure. Overall, all values support the conclusion that model is
well-defined and is suitable for testing the validity of the study’s hypotheses. For all
measurement and structure model results, see Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Final Structural Equation Model.

4.2. Hypotheses Evaluation—Significance of Path Coefficients

The test of path coefficient significance was conducted to assess how effectively the
proposed theoretical model is compatible with the primary data. The results of each
hypothesis test are presented in Tables 8–10.

Table 8. Direct Path Estimates.

Pathway Standardized
Coefficient σ

Observed
t-Value Sig. Result

H-1: EE -> SM 0.404 0.037 10.904 0.000 **

H-2: EE -> EI 0.502 0.036 14.022 0.000 **

H-3: EI -> SM 0.414 0.037 11.120 0.000 **
Significant at p ** = 0.001.

According results of the study’s hypothesis testing at Table 8, Figures 2 and 3. “EE”
presents a strong significant direct positive effect on “SM” (β = 0.404, f2 = 0.249, p = 0.000),
confirming that entrepreneurship education directly motivates Saudi female students to en-
gage in startup activities by increasing all related skills and awareness of entrepreneurship.
Accordingly, H1 is empirically supported. Similarly, “EE” has a strong positive direct effect
on “EI” (β = 0.502, f2 = 0.395, p = 0.000), indicating that entrepreneurship education plays a
key role in shaping entrepreneurial identity among female students at Saudi universities.
So H2 is supported. Furthermore, “EI” shows a strong significant direct positive effect on
the “SM” (β = 0.414, f2 = 0.261, p = 0.000), confirming that female students who strongly
identify as entrepreneurs are more enthusiastic about launching startup. This finding
strongly supports H3, highlighting entrepreneurial identity as a key psychological factor in
motivating entrepreneurship.
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Table 9. Indirect and Interaction Effects Results.

Pathway Standardized
Coefficient σ

Observed
t-Value Sig. Result

H-4: SS × EE -> EI 0.282 0.040 7.018 0.000 **

H-5: EE -> EI -> SM 0.208 0.024 8.738 0.000 **
Significant at p ** = 0.001.

 

Figure 3. Structural Model—Significance of Hypothesized Paths. Note: Values shown on the
paths represent p-values (not path coefficients). The value 0.000 indicates p < 0.001 according to
SmartPLS output.

According to results of examining the indirect and interactions relationships between
the study variables at Table 9 and Figure 3, the results indicate that “SS” significantly moder-
ates the relationship between “EE” and “EI” (β = 0.282, t = 7.018, p = 0.000), which indicates
that when Saudi female students experience higher level of social support, the positive
impact of entrepreneurship education on identity formation becomes more pronounced.
This finding provides strong empirical support for H4 and the proposed moderation effect.
Additionally, “EI” has a significant a partial mediating effect on the relationship between
“EE” and “SM” (β = 0.208, t = 8.738, p = 0.000), which confirms that entrepreneurship edu-
cation enhances startup motivation by strengthening entrepreneurial identity, confirming
the existence of a mediating mechanism, which provide strong empirical support for H5,
highlighting entrepreneurial identity as a key psychological pathway linking educational
experiences and entrepreneurial motivation among Saudi female university students.
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Table 10. Structural Model—Moderated Mediation Path Estimates (PLS-SEM).

Pathway Standardized
Coefficient σ

Observed
t-Value Sig. Result

H6: SS × EE -> EI -> SM 0.117 0.020 5.995 0.000 **
Significant at p ** = 0.001.

The moderated mediation analysis (Table 10 and Figure 3) show that “SS” significantly
moderates the indirect relationship between “EE” and “SM” through “EI” (β = 0.117,
t = 5.995, p = 0.000), indicating that the indirect effect of entrepreneurship education
on startup motivation through entrepreneurial identity becomes stronger when social
support increase, which means that Saudi female university students who receive higher
levels of social support, from university, family or peers, are more likely to translate their
entrepreneurship education into a stronger entrepreneurial identity, which in turn enhances
their motivation to launch startups. This finding provide a strong empirical support for H6,
confirming the existence of a conditional indirect effect (moderated mediation).

4.3. Simple Slope Examination

To further examine the interaction effect, the simple slope examination was conducted
to investigate moderating impact of “SS” on the relationship between “EE” and “SM”
through “EI” based the procedures recommended by [41–43]. See Table 11 and Figure 4.

Table 11. Simple Slope Results.

Levels of “SS” Entrepreneurship Education -> Entrepreneurial
Identity -> Startup Motivation

Social Support at +1 SD 0.325

Social Support at −1 SD 0.091

Social Support at Mean 0.208

Figure 4. Interaction Plot of Social Support on the Relationship between Entrepreneurship Education
and Startup Motivation through Entrepreneurial Identity.
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The simple-slope analysis results in Table 11 and Figure 4 show that at high levels of so-
cial support (+1 SD), the indirect effect of “EE” on “SM” through “EI” is positive and strong
effect (β = 0.325), suggesting that when female university students feel strongly socially
supported, the entrepreneurship education is highly effective in fostering entrepreneurial
identity, which in turn significantly enhances startup motivation. Additionally, at mod-
erate levels of social support (Mean), the indirect effects remain positive and significant
(β = 0.208), suggesting that even an average level of social support enables entrepreneur-
ship education to positively influence entrepreneurial identity formation and achieve
motivational outcomes. At low social support (−1 SD), the indirect effect is much weaker
(β = 0.091) but still positive, indicating that limited social support restricts the extent
to which entrepreneurship education can be internalised as an entrepreneurial identity,
thereby reducing its motivational effect. Thereby providing strong empirical support for
the suggested moderated-mediation model, as recommended by [33,43,44].

5. Discussion
5.1. Entrepreneurship Education and Startup Motivation

The results show a very significant positive effect of EE on SM among female university
students (β = 0.404, p < 0.001). It shows that the effects of EE extend beyond knowledge and
are directly related to a student’s willingness to engage in entrepreneurial activities. The
results also show that EE increases the opportunity awareness and perceptual feasibility
of a venture while reducing the perceived risk and uncertainty associated with a career
in entrepreneurship. The finding thus suggests that EE programs may help motivate the
students to perceive entrepreneurship as a realistic and desirable career pathway.

This result is consistent with other studies arguing that EE increases entrepreneurial
attitudes, confidence, and engagement [2,3,11,12]. It should be noted that the current
study goes a step further from previous research by establishing that SM is one of the
aspects influenced by EE among female university students in Saudi Arabia. This finding
is important since Vision 2030 has highlighted entrepreneurship as a means of diversifying
the economy and increasing women’s participation in it.

5.2. Entrepreneurial Identity as a Psychological Mechanism

The results show a strong and significant relationship between EE and EI (β = 0.502,
p < 0.001), and that EI positively affects SM (β = 0.414, p < 0.001). The effect of EE on EI is
the strongest direct relationship in the model.

The results support Identity Theory, showing that EE builds not just students’ knowl-
edge but also their self-perception. Educational experiences seem to help students inculcate
entrepreneurial values and aspirations, as well as the behaviours associated with them,
within their self-concept. Students would perceive entrepreneurship as a meaningful and
attainable future role through exposure to entrepreneurial role models, experiential learn-
ing activities, stories of successful entrepreneurs, and opportunities to create their own
ventures. The findings are also consistent with recent evidence highlighting entrepreneurial
identity as a central predictor of entrepreneurial outcomes across diverse entrepreneurial
contexts [18].

This positive relationship between EI and SM also suggests that entrepreneurial
behaviour is driven more by identity-related processes than by rational assessments
of career opportunity. Students who view entrepreneurship as a significant part of
their self-concept are more motivated to pursue entrepreneurial opportunities and stay
committed to their entrepreneurial aspirations. This result further supports the argu-
ments put forth by [8,14] regarding the motivational importance of EI in the shaping of
entrepreneurial behaviour.
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5.3. The Moderating Role of Social Support

The results showed that social support significantly enhanced the relationship between
EE and EI (β = 0.282, p < 0.001). This result showcases the broader social environment as a
key factor in entrepreneurial development.

Whereas EE gives both knowledge and entrepreneurial experiences, it seems that
students internalise these experiences more when such support is available from family,
peers, mentors, and the educational institution. Social support may enhance confidence,
reduce uncertainty, and legitimise entrepreneurial aspirations. Thus, the efficacy of en-
trepreneurship education in shaping EI is a function of the level of encouragement and
validation that students perceive from their social environment.

The simple slope analysis once again adds to and supports this claim. Under high
levels of social support, the indirect effect of EE on startup motivation through EI was much
more pronounced (β = 0.325) as compared to low levels of social support (β = 0.091). These
results prove that the development of an entrepreneurial identity is not just an educational
process but also socially embedded, requiring supportive interpersonal and institutional
environments. It is therefore worth noting that the formation of an EI cannot be considered
solely an educational process. Rather, it is socially embedded and depends on supportive
interpersonal and institutional environments.

5.4. Mediating and Moderated Mediation Effects

The results also show that EI mediates the relationship between EE and SM (β = 0.208,
p < 0.001), thereby providing full support for H2. This means that the effect of EE on SM is
realised not only directly but also indirectly through the development of an EI.

The partial mediation finding is theoretically important because it suggests that there
are multiple pathways through which the effects of EE can be realised. On one hand,
educational experiences directly motivate students by increasing their entrepreneurial
awareness and preparedness. On the other hand, startup motivation is enhanced indirectly
by entrepreneurship education through the fostering of entrepreneurial identity. These
results support the proposition that EI is an important psychological mechanism through
which educational experiences influence the attainment of entrepreneurial outcomes.

Also, the moderated mediation analysis showed a significant conditional indirect effect
(β = 0.117, p < 0.001). This finding indicates that the mediating effect of entrepreneurial
identity is stronger with high levels of perceived social support. In other words, for
educational experiences to inculcate an EI and the desire to be an entrepreneur, they should
be accompanied by supportive social environments that encourage such pursuits.

Altogether, the findings support the integration of Identity Theory and Social Sup-
port Theory by showing that entrepreneurial development comes from the interaction
between educational experiences, identity formation processes, and supportive social con-
texts. These findings are consistent with recent entrepreneurship research emphasising
that entrepreneurial outcomes emerge through the interaction of educational experiences,
psychological processes, and contextual resources. Recent studies have shown that EE is
most effective when supported by identity development mechanisms and favourable social
environments that reinforce entrepreneurial aspirations and behaviour [18,27,29].

Beyond the university setting, the findings contribute to a broader understanding of
entrepreneurial ecosystem development. They suggest that EE alone may not be sufficient
to stimulate SM unless supported by social structures that provide encouragement, men-
toring, role models, and validation. This perspective aligns with contemporary views that
entrepreneurship is shaped by both individual agency and environmental support systems.
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5.5. Theoretical Contributions

This study makes several important contributions to entrepreneurship education and
entrepreneurial development literature.

First, the study contributes to EE research by deepening the understanding of the
mechanisms by which EE influences entrepreneurial outcomes. While previous research
has predominantly focused on entrepreneurial intention, entrepreneurial self-efficacy, and
entrepreneurial attitudes as key outcomes of EE [2,3,22], the present study demonstrates
that EI represents an important psychological mechanism linking educational experiences
to startup motivation. This study, therefore, demonstrates that EE has both direct and
indirect effects on startup motivation through entrepreneurial identity, thereby promoting
a more process-oriented understanding of entrepreneurial development.

Second, the study also contributes to Identity Theory by demonstrating that EI can
serve as a motivational resource in EE. Although there is growing scholarly interest in
entrepreneurial identity [20,22,45], relatively few studies have explored its role as a media-
tor linking educational experiences to startup motivation, particularly among university
students. The findings imply that the best form of entrepreneurship education is one that
instils in students a sense of belonging to entrepreneurial values and aspirations. This
finding underscores the significance of identity formation processes in understanding
entrepreneurial behaviour.

Third, it contributes to Social Support Theory by showing that entrepreneurial devel-
opment occurs within broader social contexts, not just through educational experiences.
The significant moderating effect of social support indicates that the efficacy of EE in-
creases with the encouragement, guidance, and validation that students receive from their
family members, peers, mentors, and educational institutions. This finding enhances the
current understanding of how social environments influence the formation of an EI and
entrepreneurial motivation.

Fourth, the study contributes to entrepreneurship research, both methodologically
and contextually, by examining a moderated mediation model among female university
students in Saudi Arabia. Most of the existing entrepreneurship education literature
was conducted in Western contexts. Evidence from emerging economies is relatively
scarce [11,12] Focusing on female students in Saudi Arabia sheds new light on en-
trepreneurial development in a fast-changing socio-economic environment, marked by
growing support for women’s entrepreneurship under Vision 2030. The findings thus add
to the increasing body of entrepreneurship research from non-Western contexts.

The integration of Identity Theory and Social Support Theory sharpens the focus of
research on entrepreneurial development and broadens the scope of possible explanations.
Educational experiences, processes of identity formation, and the availability of support-
ive social environments were all found to be determinants of entrepreneurial motivation
among the students. The integrated perspective provides a stronger basis for explain-
ing the role of entrepreneurship education in fostering entrepreneurial outcomes among
university students.

5.6. Practical Implications

The results have several practical implications for universities and policymakers who
are interested in promoting entrepreneurship among female students. First, Universities
should move beyond traditional classroom-based EE by providing experiential learning
opportunities, venture-creation projects, mentoring initiatives, and interactions with en-
trepreneurial role models that facilitate EI formation. The positive relationship between EE
and SM indicates that universities should invest in EE programs that provide both theoreti-
cal knowledge and practical experience through business simulations, startup projects, and
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interactions with entrepreneurs. The findings are also consistent with recent research in
higher education suggesting that entrepreneurial capital is created through the interaction
among educational experiences, identity development, and supportive entrepreneurial
ecosystems [1].

Second, Entrepreneurship centres and university incubators should integrate identity-
development activities, peer-support networks, and mentoring programs that reinforce
students’ entrepreneurial self-concepts and commitment toward venture creation.

The significant role of EI highlights the need to help students perceive entrepreneur-
ship as a viable and meaningful career. Universities can support this process through
mentorship programs, entrepreneurship centres, networking events, and exposure to en-
trepreneurial role models—especially successful women entrepreneurs.

Third, Policymakers responsible for entrepreneurship development under Saudi
Vision 2030 should complement investments in EE with initiatives that strengthen SS
structures, including mentorship programs, networking platforms, and women-focused
entrepreneurial communities. The moderating role of social support suggests that the
effectiveness of EE is contingent on the encouragement and guidance students receive
from family members, peers, mentors, and educational institutions. Thus, to develop a
supportive entrepreneurial ecosystem, universities should engage in entrepreneurship
clubs, mentoring schemes, incubator programs, and peer-learning communities.

This study has direct implications for policymakers in Saudi Arabia. Programs tar-
geting female entrepreneurship should place greater emphasis on confidence building,
entrepreneurial identity development, and social support mechanisms rather than focusing
exclusively on technical business skills. The promotion of entrepreneurship under Vision
2030 should not be limited to education; it should also include programs that strengthen
entrepreneurial support systems and expand opportunities for women to engage with
entrepreneurial communities. Such programs would likely have a multiplier effect on EE’s
efforts to encourage future entrepreneurial activity.

6. Conclusions
This study examined the relationship between entrepreneurship education and startup

motivation among female university students in Saudi Arabia. The findings demonstrate
that entrepreneurship education influences startup motivation both directly and indirectly
through entrepreneurial identity. In addition, social support strengthens the relationship
between entrepreneurship education and entrepreneurial identity, resulting in a significant
conditional indirect effect.

The study contributes to entrepreneurship education research by demonstrating that
entrepreneurial identity serves as an important psychological mechanism linking educa-
tional experiences to entrepreneurial motivation. It further highlights the importance of
supportive social environments in strengthening entrepreneurial development processes
among female students.

The findings suggest that universities, policymakers, and entrepreneurship support
organizations should complement entrepreneurship education initiatives with mentor-
ing opportunities, networking activities, and social support mechanisms that facilitate
entrepreneurial identity development.

Ultimately, entrepreneurship education appears most effective when it not only pro-
vides knowledge and skills but also helps students develop a stronger entrepreneurial
self-concept within a supportive social environment.
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7. Limitations
This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the data were

collected using self-reported measures from the same respondents at a single point in
time. Although procedural and statistical measures were undertaken to mitigate common
method bias, the potential influence of common method variance and endogeneity cannot
be completely ruled out. Second, the cross-sectional design limits the ability to establish
causal relationships among entrepreneurship education, entrepreneurial identity, startup
motivation, and social support. Therefore, the findings should be interpreted as evidence of
significant associations rather than definitive causal effects. Future research could employ
longitudinal, experimental, or multi-source research designs to provide stronger evidence
regarding the direction and causality of the observed relationships. Finally, the study
was conducted within a specific educational and cultural context, which may limit the
generalizability of the findings to other populations and settings.
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