Competency Gaps and Dynamic Capability Limitations: A Qualitative Conceptual Study of Entrepreneurial Challenges in Structured Training



ABSTRACT
In Malaysia's dynamic entrepreneurial ecosystem, small and medium enterprises (SMEs) face multifaceted challenges that threaten their sustainability and growth trajectories. This conceptual paper proposes a qualitative investigation into the challenges encountered by entrepreneurs participating in a structured training programme comprising four modules: business plan development, digital marketing, financial management, and business sustainability. Drawing on the Resource-Based View (RBV) theory and the Dynamic Capabilities Framework as the primary theoretical lenses, this study examines the perceived barriers that entrepreneurs particularly in Selangor, Malaysia experience across their business operations. Methodologically, this conceptual paper provides a framework for a qualitative phenomenological study employing semi-structured interviews with ten purposively selected entrepreneurs who have completed the four-module training programme. Thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke's six-phase framework will be employed to identify, analyse, and report patterns within the qualitative data. Theoretically, this study extends the RBV and dynamic capabilities literature to the under-researched context of Selangor's entrepreneurial landscape, where rapid urbanisation and digital transformation create unique operational pressures. Practically, the findings are intended to provide training providers, policymakers, and business development organisations with evidence-based insights to refine entrepreneurial support programmes, prioritise intervention areas, and design targeted resources that address the most pressing challenges identified by entrepreneurs themselves. A major strength of this conceptual paper is its explicit methodological transparency, including detailed procedures for participant recruitment, interview protocol development, trustworthiness establishment, and ethical considerations.
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INTRODUCTION
Background of the Study
In Malaysia's rapidly transforming economic landscape, entrepreneurs and small business owners serve as critical drivers of national employment, innovation, and gross domestic product contribution. The term "entrepreneurial challenge" has been widely used to refer to the obstacles, barriers, and difficulties that business owners encounter in their efforts to establish, maintain, and grow their ventures [1].These challenges encompass multiple dimensions including strategic planning deficiencies, marketing inefficiencies, capital constraints, operational bottlenecks, and external environmental pressures. Furthermore, entrepreneurial challenges extend beyond immediate survival concerns to include long-term sustainability, competitive positioning, and adaptive capacity in response to evolving market conditions [2}.

The significance of understanding entrepreneurial challenges extends beyond individual business outcomes and encompasses broader implications for regional economic development, job creation, and poverty alleviation. Particularly with the increasing sophistication of digital transformation and the Fourth Industrial Revolution (IR 4.0), ensuring that entrepreneurs can navigate operational hurdles and capitalise on emerging opportunities is of paramount importance for maintaining Malaysia's competitiveness in the regional economy [3]. However, in the Malaysian small business sector, failure rates remain persistently high, leading to a productivity deficit caused by the imbalanced growth of entrepreneurial aspirations and practical execution capabilities [4]. This disparity between entrepreneurial ambition and operational capacity may result in a high turnover of businesses unable to establish sustainable footholds in competitive markets, particularly in the context of an oversaturated urban business environment [5].

In Selangor, Malaysia's most industrialised and populous state, the employment outcomes of entrepreneurs and the sustainability of their ventures have garnered significant attention from researchers and policymakers due to their potential consequences, such as decreased household income stability, increased business closure rates, and reduced state-level productivity [6]. The pronounced business failure challenges characteristic of the Selangor entrepreneurial landscape not only pose inherent risks to individual career trajectories but also underscore the economy's perpetual struggle to create sufficient support mechanisms for nascent and growing enterprises. As entrepreneurs grapple with the dynamic nature of the marketplace, business challenges manifest as nuanced outcomes indicative of the structural mismatch between entrepreneurial intentions and available support infrastructure.

According to the Department of Statistics Malaysia (DOSM, 2025) [7], approximately 60 per cent of new small businesses in Selangor fail within their first five years of operation, a condition formally termed early-stage business mortality, with these closures attributed to factors such as inadequate capital reserves, poor market positioning, and insufficient digital adoption [8]. The annual business registration figures further illuminate the severity of this structural mismatch. Specifically, Selangor registers approximately 25,000 new small businesses each year, yet a substantial proportion of these enterprises cease operations within 36 months, of which many close due to cash flow problems and limited access to structured business training [9.10]. The Khazanah Research Institute (KRI,2024) [11] reported that over 40 per cent of small business owners in Selangor identify financial literacy gaps and marketing skill deficiencies as primary barriers to sustainable growth, a phenomenon with persistent long-term consequences including missed expansion opportunities, suppressed revenue generation, and limited job creation capacity.

Recent scholarly investigations have reinforced these findings. Khairatun (2024)[61] examined barriers faced by urban B40 women in Selangor pursuing home-based food businesses, identifying initial capital constraints, equipment shortages, and premises unsuitability as primary obstacles that prevented 23 out of 25 workshop participants from launching their intended ventures. Similarly, research on young technopreneurs in Malaysia has revealed four significant inhibitors affecting business agility and competitiveness: entrepreneur skills and preparedness, insufficient organisational capabilities, lack of institutional support mechanisms, and the rapidly changing technological and competitive environment [62]. These findings collectively suggest that entrepreneurial challenges are multifaceted and require systematic investigation across diverse business contexts.

Further complicating this intricate landscape, the Selangor entrepreneurial sector faces unique structural conditions that distinguish it from Western contexts. Specifically, policymakers have acknowledged that specific subgroups of entrepreneurs, including youth-owned enterprises and women-led businesses, remain systematically excluded from both formal financing opportunities and meaningful mentorship [12]. Additionally, recent evaluations of government entrepreneurship initiatives, including the SME Corp Malaysia development programmes, have revealed consistent implementation shortcomings, with training funds remaining substantially underutilised and participation rates among eligible entrepreneurs remaining low and inconsistent [13].

The emphasis on structured training as a solution to entrepreneurial challenges has been explicitly recognised by business development organisations. As noted by the Selangor State Executive Councillor for Entrepreneur Development, training interventions aim to build entrepreneurs who are "not only operationally competent but also strategically resilient; equipped to navigate both routine operations and unexpected disruptions" [30]. In response to these challenges, the Selangor government has implemented various support mechanisms including the U-Plats Expand programme for youth and early-stage entrepreneurs, the Dana Usahawan Madani Selangor providing up to RM30,000 in capital, and the Selangor Information Technology and Digital Economy Corporation matching grants for digitalisation [64].

In summation, entrepreneurial challenges in Selangor emerge as a complex phenomenon, intricately woven into the interplay of individual capabilities, market demands, structural economic conditions, and the documented failures of existing policy interventions. While structured training programmes have been proposed as a mitigation strategy to address this crisis, the specific challenges that entrepreneurs themselves perceive as most pressing remain empirically underexamined in the contemporary Selangor context. Therefore, this conceptual paper proposes a systematic qualitative investigation of the challenges faced by entrepreneurs in Selangor, Malaysia, providing a methodological framework for subsequent empirical data collection and evidence-based programme refinement.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Entrepreneurial Challenges: Definition and Scope

Entrepreneurial challenges refer to the obstacles, difficulties, and barriers that business owners encounter in the process of starting, operating, and growing their ventures [14]. These challenges may originate from internal sources, such as resource constraints or skill deficiencies, or external sources, such as market competition or regulatory burdens [15]. For entrepreneurs in emerging economies, the spectrum of challenges tends to be broader and more acute compared to their counterparts in developed nations, given the additional layers of infrastructure inadequacy, institutional voids, and market volatility [16].

The scholarly literature has identified several categories of entrepreneurial challenges. Operational challenges encompass difficulties related to production processes, supply chain management, and quality control [17]. Financial challenges include access to capital, cash flow management, and financial record-keeping [18]. Marketing challenges involve customer acquisition, brand building, and market positioning [19]. Human resource challenges relate to recruitment, retention, and skill development [20]. Finally, external challenges comprise regulatory compliance, infrastructure limitations, and economic volatility [21].

Shahverdi, Ismail, and Qureshi [63] identified three primary barriers affecting entrepreneurial intentions among Malaysian university students: lack of competency, lack of self-confidence, and lack of resources. Their findings demonstrated that entrepreneurial education moderated the relationship between perceived barriers and intentions, suggesting that structured training can help reduce perceived obstacles. This moderating effect highlights the importance of examining training programme effectiveness in addressing entrepreneur challenges.

Resource-Based View and Dynamic Capabilities Framework

The Resource-Based View (RBV) of the firm posits that organisational performance and competitive advantage derive from the unique, valuable, rare, and inimitable resources that an organisation control [65]. For entrepreneurs, these resources may include financial capital, human capital, social networks, and intellectual property. According to RBV, entrepreneurial challenges arise when there is a deficit in one or more of these critical resource categories. An entrepreneur lacking sufficient financial reserves, for example, will face acute challenges during periods of revenue fluctuation.

The Dynamic Capabilities Framework extends RBV by emphasising the importance of an organisation's ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and external competencies to address rapidly changing environments [66]. Dynamic capabilities include sensing capabilities (identifying opportunities and threats), seizing capabilities (mobilising resources to capture opportunities), and transforming capabilities (continuous renewal). From this perspective, entrepreneurial challenges reflect deficiencies in these dynamic capabilities. An entrepreneur who cannot sense market shifts, seize emerging opportunities, or transform operations accordingly will inevitably encounter persistent difficulties [67].



Business Plan Development Challenges

Business plan development represents a foundational entrepreneurial activity that translates business ideas into structured operational roadmaps [22]. A comprehensive business plan typically includes executive summary, company description, market analysis, organisational structure, product or service line, marketing and sales strategy, funding request, financial projections, and appendix [23].

Entrepreneurs frequently encounter multiple challenges during business plan development. First, market analysis poses difficulties for entrepreneurs who lack access to reliable secondary data or the skills to conduct primary market research [24]. Second, financial projection development challenges arise when entrepreneurs lack accounting and financial forecasting competencies [25]. Third, articulating a unique value proposition proves challenging for entrepreneurs operating in saturated markets where differentiation becomes increasingly subtle [26]. Fourth, many entrepreneurs struggle to translate their operational vision into coherent written documents, particularly those with limited formal business education [27].

Digital Marketing Challenges

Digital marketing encompasses promotional activities conducted through electronic channels including social media platforms, search engines, email, and websites [28]. For contemporary entrepreneurs, digital marketing proficiency has transitioned from optional to essential, given that consumer discovery and purchasing behaviours have substantially migrated online [29].

Entrepreneurs face distinct challenges in digital marketing execution. Content creation demands consistent production of engaging text, images, and video, requiring skills that many business owners have not developed [30]. Platform algorithm literacy presents ongoing difficulties as social media platforms continuously modify their content distribution rules, rendering previously effective strategies obsolete [31]. Budget allocation for paid digital advertising challenges entrepreneurs who lack experience in calculating return on ad spend or optimising campaign parameters [32]. Analytics interpretation, including the translation of metrics such as click-through rates, conversion rates, and customer acquisition costs into actionable business decisions, remains a persistent barrier for entrepreneurs without data analysis training [33]. Finally, keeping pace with technological change, including emerging platforms and tools, places continuous learning demands on entrepreneurs already pressed for time [34].

Financial Management Challenges

Financial management refers to the strategic planning, organising, directing, and controlling of financial activities within an enterprise [35]. Core financial management functions include budgeting, cash flow management, financial record-keeping, tax compliance, investment decision-making, and financial risk assessment.

Entrepreneurs frequently report financial management as among their most significant challenge areas. Cash flow management, specifically the timing mismatch between cash outflows for expenses and cash inflows from customer payments, constitutes a primary source of business stress [36]. Working capital inadequacy, referring to insufficient current assets to cover short-term obligations, often forces entrepreneurs to forgo growth opportunities or accept unfavourable financing terms [37]. Financial record-keeping deficiencies, including incomplete or inaccurate transaction logging, impede tax filing, financing applications, and performance tracking [38]. Tax compliance complexity, particularly for entrepreneurs unfamiliar with filing requirements, deduction rules, and payment schedules, exposes businesses to penalties and interest charges [39]. Access to financing, including both debt financing from financial institutions and equity financing from investors, remains challenging for entrepreneurs without established credit histories or collateral [40].



Business Sustainability Challenges

Business sustainability refers to an enterprise's capacity to maintain operations, profitability, and relevance over an extended period while managing environmental, social, and governance responsibilities [41]. Sustainable businesses demonstrate resilience to market fluctuations, adaptability to changing consumer preferences, and responsible resource utilisation.

Entrepreneurs pursuing business sustainability encounter distinctive challenges. Market competition intensification, particularly from larger enterprises with economies of scale and established brand recognition, pressures small businesses on price and product offerings [42]. Customer retention difficulties arise when entrepreneurs lack systematic approaches to loyalty programme management, personalised communication, or post-purchase follow-up [43]. Succession planning represents a sustainability challenge for family-owned enterprises where next-generation participation is uncertain or where ownership transfer mechanisms have not been established [44]. Innovation maintenance, including the continuous development of new products, services, or processes to remain competitive, strains entrepreneurs already occupied with daily operations [45]. External shock resilience, including capacity to withstand economic downturns, supply chain disruptions, or public health crises, depends on preparedness measures that many entrepreneurs deprioritise [46].
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND PROPOSITION DEVELOPMENT
The Digital Adoption Paradox
This conceptual study integrates two complementary theoretical perspectives: the Resource-Based View (RBV) and the Dynamic Capabilities Framework. RBV explains entrepreneurial challenges as consequences of resource deficiencies across financial, human, social, and physical capital categories [65]. An entrepreneur who lacks adequate financial reserves, for example, experiences cash flow challenges. An entrepreneur who lacks marketing skills experiences customer acquisition challenges. An entrepreneur who lacks a supportive professional network experiences information access challenge.

The Dynamic Capabilities Framework extends RBV by explaining how entrepreneurs' abilities to sense, seize, and transform determine their capacity to overcome challenges over time [66]. Sensing capability refers to identifying emerging challenges before they become crises. Seizing capability refers to mobilising resources to address identified challenges. Transforming capability refers to restructuring operations to prevent challenge recurrence. Entrepreneurs with strong dynamic capabilities perceive challenges as manageable problems requiring systematic responses, whereas entrepreneurs with weak dynamic capabilities perceive challenges as overwhelming threats.

Together, these frameworks provide a comprehensive lens for understanding entrepreneurial challenges. The training programme modules examined in this study directly address resource development (business planning as a cognitive resource, digital marketing as a skill resource, financial management as a knowledge resource) and dynamic capability enhancement (business sustainability as a transforming capability). By identifying the specific challenges entrepreneurs report, this study will illuminate where resource deficits are most acute and which dynamic capabilities require strengthening.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Consistent with qualitative research conventions, this conceptual paper proposes the following research questions to guide the empirical investigation:

RQ1: What challenges do entrepreneurs experience in business plan development?
RQ2: What challenges do entrepreneurs in digital marketing implementation?
RQ3: What challenges do entrepreneurs in experience in financial management practices?
RQ4: What challenges do entrepreneurs in experience in achieving business sustainability?
RQ5: How do resource deficits, as conceptualised by the Resource-Based View, manifest in entrepreneurs' reported challenges across the four training domains?
RQ6: How do dynamic capability limitations, as conceptualised by the Dynamic Capabilities Framework, manifest in entrepreneurs' reported challenges across the four training domains?


RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Research Design

This study adopts a qualitative phenomenological research design to investigate the lived experiences of entrepreneurs regarding the challenges they encounter in their business operations [40]. A phenomenological approach is particularly appropriate for this investigation because the research aim is to understand the essence of entrepreneurial challenges as experienced by business owners themselves, rather than to measure the frequency or magnitude of those challenges through quantitative instruments.

Phenomenology seeks to capture the subjective meanings that individuals attach to their experiences and to identify common themes across multiple participants' accounts [45]. For this study, a phenomenological design enables the researcher to explore how entrepreneurs perceive, interpret, and respond to challenges across the four training domains: business plan development, digital marketing, financial management, and business sustainability.

Qualitative Approach Justification

A qualitative approach is preferred over a quantitative approach for three reasons. First, entrepreneurial challenges are context-dependent and subjectively experienced, making them difficult to capture through closed-ended survey items [44]. A qualitative approach allows entrepreneurs to describe challenges in their own words, revealing nuances and unexpected dimensions that predetermined scales would miss. Second, the exploratory nature of this study, given the limited existing research on entrepreneurial challenges in Selangor specifically, necessitates an inductive approach that allows themes to emerge from participant accounts rather than being imposed by existing literature [46]. Third, qualitative methods are particularly suited to capturing the emotional and cognitive dimensions of challenge experiences, including frustration, anxiety, problem-solving processes, and coping mechanisms [49].

Participant Selection

Ten entrepreneurs will be selected for this study using purposive sampling. Purposive sampling, also known as judgemental sampling, involves the deliberate selection of participants based on specific characteristics relevant to the research questions [48]. The following inclusion criteria will be applied:

a) The entrepreneur must own and operate a registered business in Selangor, Malaysia.
The entrepreneur must have completed the four-module training programme comprising business plan development, digital marketing, financial management, and business sustainability modules

b) The entrepreneur's business must have been operating for at least 12 months at the time of interview.
The entrepreneur must be willing to provide informed consent and participate in an audio-recorded interview. The selection of ten participants is consistent with phenomenological research conventions, where sample sizes typically range from five to 25 participants depending on the research questions and the depth of data required [50]. A sample of ten participants allows for the identification of both common themes and individual variation while remaining manageable for in-depth analysis [51].

Participants will be recruited through the training programme provider, which will extend invitations to eligible entrepreneurs who have completed all four modules. To ensure diversity of perspectives, the researcher will seek to include entrepreneurs representing different business sectors (retail, services, manufacturing, food and beverage), different business sizes (micro, small, medium), different genders, and different years of operation [52].




Data Collection Method

Data will be collected through semi-structured interviews conducted either in person at a location convenient for the participant or via videoconference depending on participant preference and public health considerations [53]. Semi-structured interviews offer an optimal balance between consistency across participants and flexibility to pursue emergent topics.

A semi-structured interview guide will be developed based on the literature review and the four training module domains. The guide will include opening questions about the entrepreneur's business background, followed by domain-specific questions about challenges in business plan development, digital marketing, financial management, and business sustainability. Example questions include:

Business plan development: "Can you describe any difficulties you encountered when developing your business plan? What aspects were most challenging?"

Digital marketing: "What obstacles have you faced in trying to promote your business through digital channels? How have these obstacles affected your business?"

Financial management: "Tell me about any financial management challenges you have experienced. How have you attempted to address these challenges?"

Business sustainability: "Thinking about keeping your business operating over the long term, what have been the biggest challenges? What keeps you concerned about sustainability?"

Probing questions will be used to elicit deeper elaboration, such as "Can you tell me more about that?" and "What was that experience like for you?" [54].

Each interview is expected to last between 45 and 75 minutes. All interviews will be audio-recorded with participant consent. Field notes will be taken during and immediately following each interview to capture non-verbal observations and initial analytic impressions [55].

Data Analysis Procedure

Interview audio recordings will be transcribed verbatim, producing written transcripts that capture all spoken content including pauses, repetitions, and emphasis where relevant to meaning [56]. Transcripts will be checked against audio recordings for accuracy.

Thematic analysis following [44] six-phase framework will be employed. The six phases are:

Phase One: Familiarisation with the data. The researcher will read and re-read each transcript multiple times, making initial notes and marking passages of potential interest. This phase immerses the researcher in the depth and breadth of participant accounts.

Phase Two: Generating initial codes. The researcher will systematically work through each transcript, assigning codes to segments of text that relate to the research questions. Codes are concise labels that capture the essential meaning of a data segment. For example, a participant's statement about difficulty projecting sales might receive the code "sales forecasting challenge."

Phase Three: Searching for themes. Codes will be grouped into candidate themes based on shared meaning and pattern. A theme represents a coherent pattern of responses across multiple participants. For example, codes including "sales forecasting challenge," "expense tracking difficulty," and "budgeting confusion" might be grouped under the theme "financial planning deficiencies."

Phase Four: Reviewing themes. Candidate themes will be reviewed against the coded data extracts and against the full transcripts. This phase ensures that themes accurately represent the data and that no relevant data have been excluded. Themes that lack sufficient supporting data will be discarded or merged with other themes.

Phase Five: Defining and naming themes. Each final theme will be clearly defined, specifying its scope, boundaries, and essential characteristics. Theme names will be concise and evocative. Written definitions will guide subsequent reporting.

Phase Six: Producing the report. The final phase involves writing the research report, including a narrative account of each theme supported by illustrative participant quotations. The report will be organised around the research questions and the training module domains.

Trustworthiness and Rigour

Qualitative research quality will be established through four trustworthiness criteria proposed by [68]: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Credibility refers to the confidence in the truth of the findings. Credibility will be established through three strategies: member checking, prolonged engagement, and peer debriefing. Member checking involves returning transcripts and preliminary findings to participants to verify accuracy and resonance with their experiences. Prolonged engagement involves investing sufficient time in the field to understand the context fully. Peer debriefing involves regular discussions with a research colleague who reviews the analysis process and challenges assumptions [58].

Transferability refers to the applicability of findings to other contexts. Transferability will be established through thick description, providing rich, detailed accounts of participants, settings, and contexts so that readers can assess the similarity between the study context and their own contexts [59]. Dependability refers to the consistency and stability of findings over time. Dependability will be established through an audit trail, maintaining comprehensive records of all research decisions, data collection procedures, analysis steps, and interpretive choices [60].

Confirmability refers to the extent to which findings are shaped by participants rather than researcher bias. Confirmability will be established through reflexivity, maintaining a reflexive journal that documents the researcher's assumptions, expectations, and potential biases throughout the research process ([68].

Ethical Considerations

Several ethical considerations will be addressed prior to data collection. First, informed consent will be obtained from each participant, using a consent form that explains the study purpose, procedures, risks, benefits, confidentiality protections, and the voluntary nature of participation [41]. Participants will be informed that they may withdraw from the study at any time without penalty.

The ethical consideration in this study also the confidentiality will be protected through several mechanisms: assigning pseudonyms to all participants, removing identifying information from transcripts, storing data on password-protected devices, and reporting findings in aggregate or with pseudonyms only. While potential emotional distress will be anticipated. Discussing business challenges may evoke feelings of frustration, anxiety, or inadequacy. The researcher will monitor participant wellbeing during interviews and provide information for counselling services if distress becomes apparent. The data storage and retention will follow institutional guidelines. Audio recordings will be deleted following transcription. Transcripts and field notes will be stored securely for five years following study completion, accessible only to the research team.

THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS

This conceptual paper offers several theoretical contributions to the entrepreneurial challenges literature. First, this conceptual paper applies the Resource-Based View (RBV) and Dynamic Capabilities Framework to the under-researched context of Selangor, Malaysia. While RBV has been extensively validated in large-firm contexts [65], its applicability to small-scale entrepreneurs in emerging Southeast Asian economies with unique resource constraints and institutional environments has received limited attention. Selangor's rapidly urbanising economy, where digital infrastructure outpaces digital literacy and where market competition intensifies continuously, may produce patterns of resource deficit not captured by studies conducted in Western contexts [17]. This conceptual paper demonstrates that RBV's flexibility allows for the identification of context-specific resource categories, such as digital capital and algorithm literacy, without requiring modifications to the theory's core structure.

It also addresses a gap in the entrepreneurship training literature by examining four distinct training modules within a single integrated qualitative framework. Prior Malaysian studies have tended to examine training effectiveness in aggregate or have focused on single intervention domains without exploring how challenges interconnect across business functions [21,29]. By simultaneously investigating challenges in business plan development, digital marketing, financial management, and business sustainability, this conceptual paper enables future empirical research to compare how resource deficits manifest differently across functional domains and how challenges in one domain exacerbate challenges in another.

This conceptual paper draws on recent findings from Malaysian entrepreneurship research that have identified critical barriers facing different entrepreneur segments. Paul (2025)[62] demonstrated that young technopreneurs in Malaysia face four significant inhibitors: entrepreneur skills and preparedness, insufficient organisational capabilities, lack of institutional support mechanisms, and rapidly changing technological and competitive environments. Similarly, Khairatun (2024)[61] revealed that among urban B40 women in Selangor, initial capital constraints, equipment shortages, and premises unsuitability prevented the vast majority of aspiring entrepreneurs from launching their intended businesses. These studies collectively suggest that resource deficits and support mechanism gaps represent recurring themes across diverse Malaysian entrepreneur populations, reinforcing the relevance of RBV and dynamic capabilities as theoretical frameworks for this investigation.

In addition, this conceptual paper introduces a qualitative phenomenological approach to entrepreneurial challenges research, responding to calls in the literature for more contextually grounded, participant-driven methodologies [44]. Much existing research on entrepreneurial challenges relies on survey instruments that impose Western-derived category structures onto diverse entrepreneurial populations. By prioritising entrepreneurs' own accounts of their challenges, this study will produce findings grounded in local meanings and priorities.

Lastly, this conceptual paper responds to recent calls for more rigorous methodological reporting in qualitative entrepreneurship research [22]. By providing explicit procedures for participant purposive sampling, semi-structured interview protocol development, six-phase thematic analysis, four-dimension trustworthiness establishment, and comprehensive ethical safeguards, this conceptual paper establishes a benchmark for transparency that can be replicated in future Malaysian entrepreneurship challenge research.

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

For training providers, policymakers, and business development organisations operating in Selangor, Malaysia, this conceptual paper offers several practical applications once the proposed empirical study is executed.

First, the findings from the proposed empirical implementation will enable training providers to identify which of the four training domains presents the most significant challenges from entrepreneurs' perspectives. If business plan development emerges as the most challenging domain, interventions should focus on simplifying planning templates, providing one-on-one planning assistance, or extending the duration of planning instruction. If digital marketing emerges as most challenging, interventions should prioritise hands-on platform training, content creation templates, and ongoing post-training support for advertising campaigns. If financial management emerges as most challenging, interventions should focus on accessible accounting tools, simplified record-keeping systems, and connections to bookkeeping services. If business sustainability emerges as most challenging, interventions should emphasise strategic planning, customer retention systems, and risk management preparation.

The second practical implications where the identification of specific challenge patterns will provide evidence on whether the current four-module training structure adequately addresses the difficulties entrepreneurs actually experience [25]. Recent evidence from Selangor indicates that despite government programmes including the U-Plats Expand initiative, Dana Usahawan Madani Selangor capital assistance, and digitalisation matching grants, entrepreneurs continue to face significant barriers including capital constraints, skill shortages, regulatory challenges, and supply chain limitations [64]. If entrepreneurs report challenges that fall outside the four designated domains, this will signal that the training curriculum requires expansion or reconfiguration. If entrepreneurs report challenges within the four domains but with unexpected emphasis, this will signal that module content, duration, or delivery methods require revision, potentially shifting from lecture-based instruction to mentorship-based, problem-solving formats.

Then, the focus on entrepreneurs who have completed all four modules is practically significant because this subgroup has received the full intervention dose. Understanding their persistent challenges provides a conservative test of training effectiveness: if fully trained entrepreneurs continue to report substantial difficulties, then entrepreneurs who receive partial or no training are likely facing even more acute challenges [60]. Training providers could then conduct programme audits and engage graduated entrepreneurs in co-designing more effective advanced modules. The Selangor government's existing programmes, such as the Selangor Halal Hub and Selangor Bio Bay infrastructure projects designed to provide SMEs with shared facilities and market access [64], could be integrated with training programmes to address the resource deficits identified through this research.

In addition, the honest qualitative approach adopted in this conceptual paper acknowledges the practical constraints of entrepreneur-based research. By explicitly stating that participants will be selected from training programme completers and that findings will reflect their subjective perceptions rather than objective performance metrics, this conceptual paper models transparency in research reporting. Future researchers conducting similar studies in the Malaysian context can adopt this honest framing rather than overclaiming generalisability.

Finally, the recommended member checking procedure offers a low-cost, low-risk opportunity for training providers to validate their understanding of entrepreneur challenges. Training providers could integrate member checking into programme evaluation routines, sharing preliminary findings with entrepreneur cohorts and inviting correction, elaboration, or dissent before finalising programme adjustments. Given that the SME Association of Malaysia has emphasised the importance of diversification and reducing dependence on single markets [64], training programmes informed by entrepreneur-reported challenges can better prepare business owners for the competitive realities of the contemporary marketplace.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

Despite the rigorous development of this conceptual paper, several limitations must be acknowledged. First, the proposed sample is limited to ten entrepreneurs who have completed the specific four-module training programme in Selangor. While this sample size is appropriate for phenomenological inquiry, findings may not be transferable to entrepreneurs in other Malaysian states, entrepreneurs who have not completed structured training, or entrepreneurs operating in different business sectors. Future research should expand the geographic coverage to include all Malaysian states, recruit participants with varying training histories, and sample across a broader range of business sectors.

Second, the proposed reliance on self-report interviews carries the risk of social desirability bias, where participants may underreport challenges that imply personal inadequacy or overreport challenges that reflect external circumstances [41]. While the semi-structured interview approach and confidentiality assurances mitigate this risk, future research should consider incorporating complementary data sources such as business performance records, observation of business operations, or reports from business partners and employees.

In addition, the proposed cross-sectional data collection captures challenges at a single point in time. Entrepreneurial challenges may fluctuate with business life cycle stage, market conditions, and seasonal factors [66]. A challenge reported as severe by an entrepreneur in the start-up phase may become trivial as the business matures. Future research should employ longitudinal designs, interviewing the same entrepreneurs at multiple time points to track how challenges evolve over the business life course.

Next, the proposed sample includes only entrepreneurs who have completed the training programme. This introduces selection bias, as entrepreneurs who enrol in and complete training may differ systematically from entrepreneurs who do not, perhaps in motivation, resources, or prior business experience [50]. The challenges of non-participating entrepreneurs may be different or more severe. Future research should sample entrepreneurs regardless of training participation status to enable comparative analysis between trained and untrained groups.

Other than that, the four training domains examined in this conceptual framework are not exhaustive. Other challenges that may affect entrepreneurs in Selangor, such as regulatory compliance burdens, infrastructure limitations, or family pressure, were not included due to the study's focus on training-specific domains. Future research should extend the investigation by incorporating these additional challenge categories.

In the qualitative methodology, while appropriate for exploring the meaning and experience of challenges, cannot establish the prevalence of specific challenges across the entrepreneur population. Future research should follow this qualitative study with a quantitative survey administered to a larger, representative sample of Selangor entrepreneurs to measure the frequency and severity of challenges identified in the qualitative phase.

The challenges facing entrepreneurs in urban Selangor, particularly in the densely populated Klang Valley region, may differ substantially from those in rural areas within Selangor such as Kuala Selangor or Sabak Bernam [33]. Future research should conduct regional comparative analyses to identify whether challenge patterns differ between urban and peri-urban entrepreneurs within the same state. The Selangor government's recognition that SMEs require targeted support across multiple areas including financial assistance, regulatory simplification, infrastructure development, and market access [64] suggests that regional variation within the state warrants systematic investigation.

The proposed study does not examine moderating factors that may influence how challenges are experienced. Demographic variables such as entrepreneur gender, age, education level, and prior business experience may shape both the types of challenges encountered and the strategies employed to address them [36]. Research on young technopreneurs has demonstrated that entrepreneur skills and preparedness significantly influence business agility and competitiveness [62], suggesting that individual-level factors warrant closer examination in future research.

The proposed framework does not specify how the qualitative findings will be translated into measurable programme outcomes. Future empirical studies implementing this conceptual framework should develop specific, actionable recommendations for training modification and then evaluate whether implementing those recommendations reduces entrepreneur-reported challenges in subsequent programme cohorts.

CONCLUSION

This conceptual paper has proposed a qualitative investigation into the challenges faced by entrepreneurs in Selangor, Malaysia, focusing specifically on entrepreneurs who have completed a structured training programme comprising four modules: business plan development, digital marketing, financial management, and business sustainability. Against the backdrop of persistent small business failure rates in Malaysia, evidenced by approximately 60 per cent of new businesses ceasing operations within five years and substantial proportions of entrepreneurs reporting financial literacy gaps and marketing skill deficiencies [6,11] understanding entrepreneur-perceived challenges represents a critical upstream intervention to improve training programme effectiveness and business survival rates.

Drawing on the Resource-Based View and the Dynamic Capabilities Framework as the primary theoretical lenses, this conceptual paper proposed six research questions examining the challenges entrepreneurs experience across four training domains and how those challenges reflect resource deficits and dynamic capability limitations. Recent empirical evidence from Malaysian contexts has reinforced the relevance of these frameworks. Paul (2025) [62] identified that young technopreneurs face inhibitors related to skills, organisational capabilities, institutional support, and environmental change. Khairatun (2024)[61] demonstrated that resource deficits including capital constraints and equipment shortages prevented the majority of aspiring women entrepreneurs in Selangor from launching their businesses. Shahverdi, Ismail, and Qureshi (2018)[63] established that competency gaps, confidence deficits, and resource limitations represent primary barriers to entrepreneurial intentions among Malaysian university students, with entrepreneurial education moderating these relationships. These findings collectively underscore the importance of systematic investigation into entrepreneur challenges.

A qualitative phenomenological design employing semi-structured interviews with ten purposively selected entrepreneurs was proposed. Purposive sampling criteria, inclusion and exclusion specifications, and recruitment procedures were detailed. Semi-structured interview guide development, including example questions for each training domain, was described. Thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke's (2006)[44] six-phase framework will be employed. Trustworthiness will be established through credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability strategies including member checking, thick description, audit trails, and reflexivity. Comprehensive ethical safeguards including informed consent, confidentiality protection, distress management, and secure data storage were specified.

Theoretically, this conceptual paper extends the RBV and Dynamic Capabilities Framework to the under-researched Selangor entrepreneurial context, examines four training modules within a single integrated framework, incorporates recent empirical findings on Malaysian entrepreneur barriers, introduces phenomenological methodology to entrepreneurial challenges research, and responds to calls for more rigorous qualitative reporting. Practically, once implemented, the findings will provide training providers and policymakers with evidence-based insights to refine curriculum, prioritise intervention areas, and design targeted resources that address the most pressing challenges identified by entrepreneurs themselves. By elucidating the specific resource deficits and dynamic capability limitations that entrepreneurs experience across critical business functions, this conceptual paper provides a foundation for future empirical research and practical interventions aimed at improving business sustainability and reducing small business failure rates in Selangor, Malaysia.
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