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Abstract

Entrepreneurship in multicultural societies is not only an economic activity but also an everyday social
arena in which trust, reciprocity and interethnic relationships are negotiated. This study examines how
cross ethnic business networks contribute to social cohesion among Malay small and medium
enterprise entrepreneurs in Malaysia. Using a qualitative phenomenological design, in depth interviews
were conducted with 20 Malay entrepreneurs in Kuala Terengganu and analysed thematically. The
findings show that relationships with business actors from different ethnic and religious backgrounds
generate both economic and social value. Trust developed through repeated and meaningful interaction
enables the exchange of information, advice, resources and informal financial support, while reciprocity
and mutual dependence help sustain long term business relationships. These interactions also create
opportunities for intercultural learning, tolerance and cooperation across ethnic boundaries. The study
therefore conceptualises entrepreneurial networks as social spaces that connect business continuity
with broader processes of social integration. By bringing entrepreneurship research into dialogue with
social network theory and social cohesion, the study offers evidence from a culturally diverse Global
South context and demonstrates how routine economic interaction can support inclusive development.
The findings have implications for entrepreneurship programmes and public policies that seek to
strengthen bridging social capital, interethnic cooperation and cohesive communities, and they speak to
wider debates on sustainable and inclusive societies.

1 introduction

Entrepreneurial networks are often examined for their contribution to firm performance, resource
mobilisation, innovation and business survival [35, 40, 51, 52]. This economic emphasis, however,
provides only a partial account of what business relationships do in culturally diverse societies.
Entrepreneurial interactions also create repeated encounters between people from different social,
ethnic and religious backgrounds [3, 21, 27, 37, 46]. Through these encounters, actors negotiate trust,
reciprocity, cooperation and mutual dependence. These relational processes are central not only to
entrepreneurship but also to wider questions of social cohesion, inclusion and community integration

Malaysia provides a particularly relevant setting for examining this social dimension of entrepreneurship.
Its plural social structure brings Malays, Chinese, Indians, Indigenous peoples of Sabah and Sarawak and
other communities into a shared political and economic system. In everyday commercial life,
entrepreneurs frequently interact across ethnic boundaries as suppliers, customers, mentors, officials,
partners and competitors. Such relationships require practical negotiation of cultural differences and the
development of workable norms of trust and cooperation. As a result, business networks can become
important sites of intercultural contact where economic exchange and social integration occur
simultaneously [4, 22, 43].

Yet entrepreneurship and social cohesion have commonly developed as separate fields of inquiry [21].
Entrepreneurship studies tend to prioritise opportunity, growth, resilience and entrepreneurial
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ecosystems, whereas research on social cohesion more often focuses on trust, belonging, solidarity,
inequality, public policy and community relations. Bringing these literatures together is important
because economic participation can also produce social consequences [10, 18, 21]. Cross ethnic
business relationships may expand bridging social capital, create reciprocal obligations and normalise
cooperation across social boundaries, thereby connecting economic activity with the social fabric of
multicultural societies [43].

A further gap is methodological. Malaysian studies of entrepreneurial networking have relied largely on
quantitative measures of networking intensity, business performance and entrepreneurial success [35,
51, 52]. Such approaches are valuable but are less able to explain how trust is built, how cultural
difference is negotiated, how reciprocal expectations emerge and why some cross ethnic relationships
endure. These are processual and interpretive questions that require attention to lived experience and to
the meanings entrepreneurs attach to their relationships [7, 17, 23]. A qualitative approach is therefore
well suited to examining how everyday business interactions become mechanisms of both economic
exchange and social connection.

This study responds to these gaps by examining entrepreneurial networks as social institutions
embedded in a multicultural society. It focuses on Malay entrepreneurs and their relationships with
business actors from diverse ethnic backgrounds, asking how trust, reciprocity, information exchange,
mutual assistance and intercultural interaction are produced through everyday business practices [44].
Rather than treating networks solely as channels for economic resources, the study investigates how
they can also generate social value by connecting people across ethnic and religious boundaries. This
perspective positions entrepreneurship within broader debates on inclusive development, social
integration and the capacity of routine economic interaction to contribute to cohesive societies.

The study makes three main contributions. First, it extends the study of entrepreneurial networks by
showing that their significance is simultaneously economic and social. Second, it identifies the relational
mechanisms through which cross ethnic business ties are formed and maintained, particularly trust,
reciprocity, mutual dependence and knowledge exchange. Third, it contributes qualitative evidence from
Malaysia, a culturally diverse Global South setting, to wider discussions of how social cohesion is
produced through ordinary institutional and economic encounters rather than only through formal
programmes or state initiatives.

Accordingly, this study asks how Malay entrepreneurs establish and maintain cross ethnic business
networks, what forms of social and economic support are generated through these relationships, and
how such interactions contribute to trust, cooperation and social cohesion [21, 22]. The analysis
considers business continuity and social integration as interconnected outcomes of networked
relationships rather than as separate processes.

The article is relevant to contemporary debates on inclusive and sustainable societies because it

highlights a micro social pathway through which economic participation can support social integration.

By showing how everyday entrepreneurial relationships create bridging ties across ethnic boundaries, the
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study offers practical implications for entrepreneurship development agencies, business associations
and policymakers seeking to design programmes that encourage inclusive networking and intercultural
cooperation. In this sense, the study also speaks to the broader objectives of the Sustainable
Development Goals, particularly decent and inclusive economic participation, reduced social inequalities
and peaceful and inclusive societies

2 Literature Review

2.1 Studies On Social Networks In The Field Of
Entrepreneurship

Since 1970, the concept of social networks has focused on individuals or actors who try to explain the
exchange relationship between two actors involving social interaction [21]. Furthermore, Aldrich &
Zimmer (1986) also define a social network as a set of relationships that connect a number of
individuals who are bound by a set of bonds formed among them. In other words, a social network is a
series of social relationships formed through social interaction between at least two individuals.
Furthermore, this series of social relationships will be the basis for the formation of a type of social
relationship known as a social network.

For the context of entrepreneurship, a social network is defined as a relationship between two or more
individuals or firms that interact with each other to build a business network [25, 26]. At the individual
level, social networks can be defined as relationships with all directly connected actors such as partners,
suppliers, customers, banks, associations, government agencies, family, business partners and private
agencies [14]. The relationship between entrepreneurs and social network actors is aimed at gaining
interests in business such as business development, innovation and business continuity [22]. This is
because the socialisation that exists in the social network structure makes entrepreneurs sensitive to
business initiatives and opportunities in the market [44].

This research examines social network linkages in entrepreneurship as interactions between
entrepreneurs and social network participants, encompassing both formal and informal players,
established via social engagement. Business social networks offer numerous advantages to
entrepreneurs, including access to new opportunities, human resources, financial resources, and the
exchange of knowledge among network participants, all of which facilitate business success [1, 28, 33].
Social networks facilitate the growth, innovation, and sustainability of SMEs by enhancing business
development through strategic planning, market access chances, and access to financial resources [22].

Aldrich & Zimmer (1986) were early researchers who emphasised the need for research on the
relationship between processes and social networks in the field of entrepreneurship. According to him,
the issue of entrepreneurship research should be given attention in (1) entrepreneurship is a process and
must be examined dynamically, and (2) entrepreneurship requires relationships between components in
the entrepreneurial process. Entrepreneurs need to build relationships with every resource and
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opportunity they have, and the relationships built can have an impact that can motivate them in doing
business. Therefore, the main goal in building social network relationships with actors is to obtain
resources, information and various opportunities in business [32].

For entrepreneurs, building relationships with other individuals is an opportunity, especially the
opportunity to obtain resources (raw materials, workers, loans, capital, technology and so on). According
to Awang et al. (2006), relationships with social network actors are a strategy that can solve various
problems and various obstacles in business. The main thing in studying social networks in the field of
entrepreneurship is to examine the relationship between two individuals. These relationships include (1)
communication-sharing information; (2) exchanges of goods or services; and (3) normative values-being
able to coexist with individuals who have special personality traits that can be used as a reference or
mentor. Thus, each social network relationship between entrepreneurs and social network actors
(government agencies, associations, customers, suppliers, banks, etc.) has its own role and can be
developed as a unit of analysis in social network theory.

The success of a business is influenced by its ability to identify opportunities, build trust and obtain
limited resources from its environment. [45] assert that possessing a social network of certain number
and quality, particularly one that is professional and well-managed, is crucial for entrepreneurs,
especially at the initiation phase of a new venture. In this regard, entrepreneurs need to maintain the
network contacts they have to meet the resource needs of the business. Thus, the influence of social
networks not only plays a role in obtaining resources but is also important in helping SMEs manage their
businesses successfully in an increasingly challenging environment [44]. Therefore, this study defines a
social network as a relationship between at least two actors, either individuals or organisations, who
build relationships through social interaction, where the social network relationship that is built has a
clear purpose to gain business interests through exchange relationships with actors in a social network
structure.

2.2 Social Cohesion and Cross ethnic Business Networks

Social cohesion means the willingness of an individual to cooperate through social bonds (individuals
and organisations) through a social process for the purpose of survival and achieving success in life
with a dominant spirit of belonging [15, 41]. Cohesion also means the existence of a binding and
socialising force within society that is strengthened through increased income equality, reduced
educational inequality, gender inequality and poverty [55].

According to Moustakas (2023), Societies that have social cohesion often have characteristics such as
strong social relationships, positive emotional attachments, and clear common interests between
community members. According to him, there are three main dimensions in the concept of social
cohesion, namely, first, social relationships include social networks, trust in individuals and acceptance
of the diversity of community members. Second, connectedness includes individual personality, trust in
institutions and justice. Third, common interests that include the values of solidarity, helpfulness, respect
for social rules and civic engagement.
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In the context of management, social cohesion consists of a variety of personality traits, but is widely
accepted because of the existence of a sense of belonging and is valued by all group members through
social relationships built among them. This encourages their willingness to work together to achieve the
desired goals [15]. However, without social cohesion, group members will leave the group, dividing the
group until it no longer exists [12]. In other words, the basis for the formation of social cohesion is
through a series of social relationships that are formed through social interactions between at least two
individuals who have a sense of belonging and work together to achieve common goals.

In the context of entrepreneurial social networks, social cohesion exists through exchange relationships
between entrepreneurs and social network actors in the business environment (internal or external to the
business organisation). Exchange relationships are a type of reciprocal and trusting relationship
between actors [47]. For the purpose of obtaining interests and achieving business goals, complex social
processes are embedded in the structure of the entrepreneur's social network through relationships of
trust and cooperation that are exhibited through business activities. Thus, the impact of exchange
relationships is seen to provide benefits to entrepreneurs and as a source of help and assistance in
business [3, 6] such as sharing information, advice and emotional support from social network actors.

The core concept of networks involves the exchange and sharing of various resources such as
technology, information, business operations, capital, products and services that involve cooperation
between actors with social network actors owned for the purpose of competitive business continuity
[27]. Networks act as bridges to obtain resources (financial and non-financial) for the purpose of
improving or obtaining resources or assets in the business [46]. Therefore, the role of business networks
is important for entrepreneurs to obtain various resources needed in business, which are difficult for
entrepreneurs to obtain if they move alone or do not involve social network actors.

According to Cook & Whitmeyer (1992), exchange theory can be explained through an approach between
interaction and structure, which is based on two principles, namely (1) actors who are interested in
something that can provide rewards or returns that can provide benefits; and (2) exchange relationships
that provide value to actors (not just material). The pattern of interaction relationships in exchange
activities with the actors involved forms a social network. The pattern of relationship between actors is
based on the exchange of values that are of interest to the actors [11]. In fact, the pattern of interaction
through mutual attachment (social cohesion) is evaluated first before the occurrence of cooperation
between them, which is exhibited through innovative behaviour and joint learning [9]. In other words, the
frequency and impact of social interaction between entrepreneurs and social network actors provide the
opportunity for entrepreneurs to assess the benefits, costs and diversity of personal characteristics of
each social network actor present in the business environment. The benefits, costs and personality
characteristics of each network actor are evaluated first, and then the relationship is built on the basis of
a sense of belonging that leads to predictable behaviour and cooperation in achieving common goals.

Expected behaviour only occurs after a certain period of time, which is built on the basis of trust, also
known as strong ties [3, 17, 38]. Granovetter (1973) strong and weak ties model posits that strong ties
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are characterized by relationships between persons with high emotional connections or tight affiliations,
along with regular contacts that foster mutual trust. Robust connections are established by enduring
interactions and mutual acquaintance [6, 16]. Robust connections are established on the foundation of
trust [30]. Robust relationships founded on trust yield dependable feedback [16], with these strong links
serving as a reservoir of knowledge and information, therefore addressing encountered challenges [53].
This enables the acquisition of information and assistance from their robust network connections, while
expertise and experience serve as resources for cultivating strong relationships [23].

The significance of strong links in entrepreneurship offers benefits such as information dissemination
[24]and resource provision, which assist entrepreneurs in establishing and growing their enterprises [23].
Among entrepreneurs, the foundation for establishing robust connections is dictated by knowledge,
expertise, and trust that evolve over a certain duration [23]. Granovetter (1983), posits that information
and assistance derived from strong links offer several benefits, including cost-effectiveness, reliability,
and enhanced detail and accuracy, attributable to established relationships; furthermore, the information
acquired is dependable from an economic perspective. According to [23], he examined strong
relationships based on the nature of information and its use in business. Simultaneously, other
researchers examined strong linkages based on primary attributes, including tight, robust, and amicable
interactions among network participants [30, 42].

As for weak ties, Granovetter (1973) explains that weak ties are relationships between individuals who
have low or no emotional level and interact less with each other. The source of obtaining new
information depends on the frequency of social relationships or interactions with weak ties. Therefore,
weak ties occur if there is a need in business with individuals who are not close, compared to strong ties
that are emotional and close.

Consequently, Malay SME owners acquire expertise and direction from professionals with extensive
experience in company management following the creation of mutual trust. The influence of this robust
relational connection offers several advantages to Malay SME entrepreneurs, including business
acumen, current information, problem-solving capabilities, and operational assistance, therefore
conserving time, costs, and effort. Therefore, the social process through the strong-tie relationship
model that explains the interrelationship between the frequency of social interactions, exchange
relationships, trust and social bonds provides a deeper and more significant understanding of the
concepts of social networks and social cohesion [21].

According to Hassan et al. (2018), studies on social networks and social cohesion in the field of
entrepreneurship are still lacking in Malaysia. He elucidated that a substantial correlation exists between
business networks and social cohesiveness among Malay, Chinese, Indian, and Bumiputera businesses
in Malaysia. Social ties and trust within the business community serve as dimensions and indicators for
recognizing social capital in business networks. Business networks are established and strengthened
via relationships with family, friends, customers, partners, and rivals, fostering development and
cohesion within the business community.
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According to him, business networks with various ethnic groups can build a successful business
community through help in obtaining resources, administration and professionalism through internal and
external support of the business environment. He concluded that the social capital found in business
networks has a positive influence on the dynamics of social cohesion in the Malaysian entrepreneurial
community. Business network actors and support networks are very important for the cohesion of a
multi-racial, cultural and religious business community, especially for a developing country like Malaysia.
Consequently, the dimension of business networks concerning social capital assists the Malaysian
business community in sustaining social cohesion through governmental assistance in product
marketing and capital provision [21].

Therefore, the field of entrepreneurship is not only seen from the perspective of economic profit alone. In
fact, it also provides a positive contribution and impact on the aspect of consensus among people of
various races, cultures and religions. Therefore, an in-depth study is needed through in-depth interview
methods to explore and explain the process of strengthening social cohesion among Malay
entrepreneurs with social network actors consisting of various ethnic, cultural and religious groups. This
process of strengthening social cohesion involves a complex and dynamic social process in discussing
the characteristics of relationships, the process of forming social ties and the impact on business
continuity.

3 Methods

The study used a qualitative approach through a phenomenological design to discuss the role of social
networks on business continuity. The phenomenological design aims to elucidate and comprehend the
experiences and insights of social actors (Malay entrepreneurs) about social networks, grounded on
their perspectives rather than that of the researcher [7]. Comprehensive interviews between the
researcher and informants concentrated on the function of social networks, as well as the processes
and effects of social networks on company continuity.

In-depth interviews were conducted with 20 Malay entrepreneurs. The researcher only involved 20 Malay
entrepreneurs as study informants because the purpose of this study was to delve into the research
questions from the informants' experiences and not to generalise the study findings to represent the
study population. Data collection ended when the data reached saturation. Data saturation occurs when
there are no new categories that emerge, and there is no relevant data that can be discussed or acted on
existing categories [8].

The research population comprises Malay SME entrepreneurs operating enterprises in Kuala
Terengganu. The Department of Statistics Malaysia reports that Terengganu possesses the greatest
Bumiputera population at 95 percent relative to other Malaysian states [34]. Kuala Terengganu was
selected as the research site due to its status as a center for Malay enterprises, effectively representing
the demographic of Malay entrepreneurs. As a state characterised by a dominant Malay majority and
relatively smaller minority communities, interethnic business interactions occur within a context where
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ethnic boundaries are often perceived as socially salient. This setting allows the study to explore how
business networks serve as important social platforms that facilitate trust, cooperation, and ultimately
contribute to social cohesion within a plural society.

To acquire data on Malay entrepreneurs in Kuala Terengganu, an interview was conducted with officials
from the Entrepreneur Development Foundation (YPU) to gain a comprehensive understanding of Malay
entrepreneurs in the region, including business types, performance, and locations. This study employed
purposive snowball sampling to identify a demographic group that fulfills the entrepreneurial criteria
outlined in this research.

Malay entrepreneurs qualified to participate in this study must employ a minimum of five individuals,
achieve an annual revenue of at least RM300,000, possess over five years of entrepreneurial experience,
and operate a profitable firm. This aligns with the survivalism research of SME entrepreneurs by [50],
indicating that the survival period for an entrepreneur inside their firm ranges from the first to the fifth
year. Consequently, the experience acquired throughout the firm survival phase enabled the study
informants to supply the requisite data for this research.

Company size according to the total number of full-time employees. The size of the company and the
business sector that does not focus on a specific business field do not raise questions because this
study aims to examine the role of social networks in influencing the business continuity of Malay SME
entrepreneurs. The business sectors involved are food (cracker entrepreneurs, pau entrepreneurs and
belacan entrepreneurs), livestock (shrimp entrepreneurs, chicken entrepreneurs and cattle
entrepreneurs), services (catering entrepreneurs, hairdressing entrepreneurs and advertising
entrepreneurs) and handicrafts (batik entrepreneurs and songket entrepreneurs).

3.1 Ethical compliance

This study was reviewed and approved by the Ethics Committee of the Center for Research in
Development, Social and Environment, Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities, Universiti
Kebangsaan Malaysia, in accordance with the ethical principles set forth in the American Sociological
Association (ASA) Code of Ethics (2018) and the British Sociological Association (BSA) Statement of
Ethical Practice (2017). All participants were informed about the study objectives and procedures, the
voluntary nature of participation, the measures used to protect confidentiality and anonymity, and their
right to decline or withdraw from the study. Informed consent was obtained from all participants before
data collection. Interview data were anonymised and treated as confidential, and pseudonyms were used
when presenting the findings.

All interviews were transcribed and processed for integration into the Atlas.ti database to enhance the
categorization and indexing of data. The coding process involved the process of identifying excerpts
from the text in a document that represent codes (ideas, themes, theories, dimensions, characteristics
and others), similarities and differences in the data. All excerpts associated with a code were studied
together until a form or pattern was identified according to themes (also known as families). The
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analysis output obtained is then presented in the form of verbatim text. This strategy may systematically
categorize topics and facilitates meticulous data processing and analysis. To safeguard the informant's
personal information, the informant's name is substituted with P (participant). This study used the
member check approach to verify that the interview transcripts, categories, and themes are unbiased
and that the researcher's interpretation is precise.

4 Result and Discussion

4.1 Participant Profile

Table 1 shows the profiles of the informants involved in the study. Of the total 20 informants, 14
informants were male entrepreneurs, and six were female entrepreneurs. The youngest age for the
informants in the study was less than 30 years old, and the oldest age was more than 61 years old. For
the respondents' level of education, the lowest level of education is Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM), while
the highest level of education is Doctor of Philosophy (PhD). As for the business background of the
informants, the results showed that the majority of them (70%) were not previously involved in business,
while the rest (30%) were involved in business. As for the family background, half of the total
respondents have a family background that conducts business activities. However, only 10% of the
respondents run family business activities. As for the type of business ownership, the majority of
entrepreneurs (75%) are joint business owners, and only 5% are the sole proprietorship type.

Furthermore, 15% of the informants in this study have less than 5 years of business experience, and only
5% of the informants have more than 30 years of business experience. For the business sector, 35%
werein the food sector, 25% were in the services sector, and 20% each for the livestock and handicraft
sectors. For the number of employees, the researcher has categorised the number of employees
according to the definition of the official measure of small and medium enterprises referenced from the
official website of SME Corp Malaysia 2020 [49]. According to the definition from SME Corp Malaysia
2015, businesses with less than 5 employees are categorised as micro-businesses, while employees in
the range of 5 to 30 people are categorised as small businesses, and the number of employees with
more than 30 employees is categorised as medium businesses. In this study, the majority of
respondents have 5 to 30 employees,which accounts for small businesses (80%), and the remaining 20%
of respondents have more than 30 employees, which can be defined as medium business.

4.2 Cross Ethnic Business Network as Pathways to Social
Cohesion

The research identified a substantial correlation between social network connections and social
cohesiveness within the realm of entrepreneurship. Malay entrepreneurs cultivate social network
connections with business network participants from many ethnic, racial, and religious backgrounds to
further their corporate interests. The impact of business network relationships not only provides positive
value in business, but also strengthens social cohesion in the pluralistic society in Malaysia.
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Social cohesion can be strengthened through strong ties between Malay entrepreneurs and individuals
or social network actors. Intimate connections with network contacts, stemming from involvement in
social events, informal meetings, and prior professional experiences, contribute to the formation of
robust kinship networks [13, 29]. This assertion aligns with the study's findings, as informant P9
remarked:

"When | want to get information related to green technology, | go to the ministry related to green technology.
From there, | meet friends who also do business related to green technology. | meet with various people
from different backgrounds (Chinese, Indian and Malay). Always keep in touch, ask about things, share
problems faced, share opinions and so on." (Informant P9)

Informant P9's testimony indicated that robust connections were established through participationin a
government-organized entrepreneurial program. Informants were acquainted with one another, each with
distinct histories and experiences. All entrepreneurs have a same objective: to investigate knowledge
and prospects inside the realm of business. Entrepreneurs from various backgrounds had their own
strengths and had the potential to provide benefits to the informant's business.

In addition to assistance from the government, entrepreneurs need to formulate and use entrepreneurial
strategies according to the capabilities of the business organisation in the ever-competitive survivalism
of businesses [5, 48]. Since the level of resource accessibility is limited, entrepreneurs need to have a
good network for the purpose of obtaining resources and interests in the business [54]. Without social
networks, entrepreneurs have to face a long period of survivalism and require a long period of time in the
process of expanding the business [31]. Therefore, informants built social relationships through social
interaction and remained connected to form strong network relationships in business.

To discuss the interaction relationship in a strong network, Granovetter (1973) explained that the
frequency of social interaction with entrepreneurs in strong ties was at least three times a week. The
study's findings were inconsistent with Granovetter's assertion that strong ties do not necessitate
frequent interactions but can be established through the advantages and benefits derived from social
relationships within a robust network. This assertion can be substantiated by the testimony of informant
P8 as follows:

"I maintain a good relationship with the supplier (Chinese). My purpose is to maintain a good relationship
with them because | need after-sales service from them. Sometimes the machine breaks down and needs
to be repaired. Because of my good relationship with them, | can reduce the cost of repairing the machine
because | ask them to come and repair the machine when they are holding a machine exhibition in Kuala
Lumpur. If | don't maintain a good relationship with them, I will have to spend a lot of money just to call
them to repair my machine.” (Informant P8)

Informant P8's statement explained that social relationships are getting stronger through after-sales
service activities and become closer until they form a strong network. Consequently, the frequency of
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social encounters in this study does not align with reality [18]. The frequency of social contacts among
informants is contingent upon the requirements and interests inside the organization.

A robust network for a commercial organization has two categories: ties with internal contacts and
those with external contacts. Both groups have tight connections with entrepreneurs. Robust networks
within organizations, including workers, partners, and board members, who are directly engaged in
organizational matters and business deliberations [20, 23]. Indeed, family and relatives are recognized as
tight personal ties [42], which serve as robust networks within commercial organizations for certain
entrepreneurs. Simultaneously, robust external networks encompass connections with mentors,
customers, and suppliers, who aid entrepreneurs by offering financial support, insights, information,
resources, and evaluations that facilitate business development.

Strong networks within the organisation play a very important role in ensuring that all business
operations and activities function properly so that the goals of a business organisation can be achieved.
Strong networks within the organisation not only carry out business activities but also contribute to
providing ideas or information that can be used to solve problems and generate new ideas for
informants in developing their business. Hassan et al. (2018) assert that the acquired information serves
not only to find business possibilities but also to guarantee business success. In other words, insights
from influential network actors external to the company organisation significantly impact its continuity.
The subsequent statement is from informant P19:

"Suppliers (Chinese) sometimes come to see me and offer products or raw materials that they can provide.
Suppliers also give me information about machines that | can use to develop my business. | also often ask
suppliers for their opinions about raw materials. Suppliers are willing to help me because each one
supports their own business. Suppliers give me a loan for the raw materials. After the product is finished
and sold, | only pay back the loan." (Informant P19)

Despite suppliers not being actively engaged in business operations, their function is crucial for the
continuity of the enterprise. Due to their shared profession in business, they exchange information,
opinions, evaluations, and recommendations. The term mutual indicates that the relationship between
suppliers is reciprocal during their interactions. This indicates that the social relationship established is
founded on direct and reciprocal interactions.

Robust connections with internal and external contacts are established on a foundation of trust. Trust
develops over time through established relationships. The informant invests considerable time in
cultivating a robust network, both within and externally, to establish trust in social interactions. When
trust is established, the relationship intensifies. In robust partnerships, the significance of trust is
important [24]. The informants in this study established robust networks founded on trust derived from
enduring connections, enabling them to predict the behaviour of their friends [2, 17]. The subsequent
statement comes from informant P11:
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"The (Chinese) supplier trusted me by giving me a loan. He said | was the only one he gave a loan to. He
trusted me because | had been dealing with him for a long time. At the beginning of the business, he did not
give me a loan, but when we had been doing business for a long time, he gave me a loan." (Informant P11)

According to the statement of informant P11, the strong relationship that exists between strong network
contacts and informants is based on the value of trust. There is a relationship of mutual trust between
each other. This value of trust allows business activities and transactions to occur harmoniously, even if
they are from different ethnic and religious groups. Jack (2005) asserts that robust network
relationships are established by entrepreneurs through knowledge, expertise, and trust over time. The
significance of trust extends beyond company operations; it is also vital in the advancement of business
acumen through the exchange of information and mentorship among informants and robust network
connections. The subsequent statements are from informant P10 and informant P15:

"l also learned from Chinese people through informal conversations. Many of my friends are Chinese."
(Informant P10)

"l also got information from a (Chinese) supplier. The supplier said he would not introduce his product if he
saw that the shop was not progressing and had no attraction, or that the shop was not beautiful, because
that symbolised an unsuccessful business. He would go to a shop that was beautiful and tidy. From there, |
learned that to be successful in business, the appearance of the shop is very important to attract customers
and give customers confidence." (Informant P15)

Informants P10 and P15 indicate a strong connection between informants and business network
relationships. They disseminate knowledge, convey information, and offer guidance. Through this study,
sharing information and guidance occurs after trust has gradually developed over time. This means that
informants are confident and trust the information and feedback received from strong network contacts.
This trust and confidence are further strengthened by the background of network contacts who have
extensive experience in running a business. The influence of this robust network link offers advantages
to informants by conserving time, costs, and energy in business operations, while ensuring business
continuity.

The study's findings align with those of Hassan et al. (2018), which determined that business network
relationships with social network actors from diverse ethnic backgrounds facilitate entrepreneurs in
swiftly acquiring resources, minimizing business activity costs, enhancing product quality, and
broadening market reach. The value of trust and responsibility in the business community provides
confidence among SME entrepreneurs to make decisions and cooperate with each other. The spirit of
belonging and attitude of responsibility practised in the entrepreneurial community produce a balanced
community in achieving business goals and strengthening social cohesion [36].

Therefore, this study concludes that through strong relationships with network actors from various
backgrounds, a social network structure is formed involving trust in the social environment, the flow of
information in the social structure and social norms that must be obeyed with clear and effective
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restrictions as explained by Coleman (1988). This study concluded that the establishment of strong ties
does not necessarily depend on frequent interactions, as posited by Granovetter (1973). Instead, strong
ties can be cultivated through the advantages and qualitative benefits of social network participants,
including resources, knowledge, and experience, even amidst differences in religion, culture, and race.
These differences create a strong social bond that is exhibited through mutual cooperation,
interdependence, mutual trust and efforts to maintain existing relationships.

The findings of this study indicate that cross-ethnic business networks among entrepreneurs in
Terengganu facilitate the development of trust, cooperation, and information sharing over time. These
results align with previous research on social cohesion in Malaysia, which emphasizes the role of
interpersonal networks and collaborative practices in fostering community resilience and interethnic
harmony [21, 39]. The study demonstrates that even in a context where one ethnic group is numerically
dominant, meaningful interactions across ethnic boundaries can emerge indicating that social networks
play a key role in strengthening network structures and enhancing social cohesion.

These findings are particularly relevant in the context of Malaysia’s National Unity Policy and the
MADANI framework, both of which emphasize the importance of inclusive economic participation and
interethnic cooperation. By showing how business relationships function as a tools that promote trust
and collaborative practices. The study provides practical insights for policymakers and community
leaders seeking to strengthen social cohesion in multicultural settings. The results suggest that
supporting and facilitating interethnic entrepreneurial networks can be an effective strategy to enhance
societal integration, complementing existing national initiatives on unity and economic inclusivity.

Overall, based on the findings obtained through in-depth interviews, a model for strengthening social
cohesion through business social networks was developed, as illustrated in Fig. 1 below. The study
demonstrates that social networks play a crucial role in enhancing social cohesion among Malay
entrepreneurs in Kuala Terengganu. Elements of trust, sense of belonging, cooperation and acceptance
if diversity manifested through strong and weak ties, enable entrepreneurs to access resources such as
raw materials, financial assistance, business information, market strategies, guidance, and advice
necessary for their enterprises. Consequently, these networks support Malay entrepreneurs in sustaining
their businesses and enhancing their competitiveness in the market.

4.3 Implications for Global Society

The Malaysian case illustrates how local economic relationships can illuminate wider global questions
about diversity and social integration. In increasingly plural societies, formal policies for unity coexist
with everyday encounters in workplaces, markets and business networks. The findings suggest that
these ordinary economic spaces can generate bridging relations when institutions encourage repeated,
equitable and mutually beneficial contact. This makes inclusive entrepreneurship relevant not only to
economic development but also to the governance of diversity and the building of socially resilient
communities.
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5 Conclusion

This study shows that entrepreneurial social networks are more than mechanisms for acquiring
resources and sustaining businesses. Among Malay SME entrepreneurs in Kuala Terengganu, cross
ethnic business relationships also function as social institutions through which trust, reciprocity,
cooperation and intercultural understanding are built over time. Shared economic interests create
repeated opportunities for interaction, while the quality of those interactions enables relationships to
extend beyond transactions into more durable forms of social connection. Entrepreneurship can
therefore be understood as an everyday arena in which economic activity and social cohesion are jointly
produced.

The findings further suggest that the social value of entrepreneurial networks lies in their capacity to
bridge social boundaries. Participants' relationships with suppliers, customers, mentors and other
network actors from different ethnic backgrounds provided access to information, resources and
support, but they also encouraged mutual dependence and learning. This demonstrates that social
cohesion need not arise only from shared identity or formal integration programmes. It can also be
generated through practical cooperation among socially diverse actors who develop trust through
sustained interaction.

The study contributes to global society scholarship by connecting entrepreneurship with questions of
ethnicity, social capital, inclusive development and social integration. Theoretically, it brings social
network theory into dialogue with social cohesion by showing how bridging ties generate both economic
and social outcomes. Empirically, it contributes qualitative evidence from Malaysia as a multicultural
Global South society. Practically, it suggests that entrepreneurship policies and development
programmes can strengthen social cohesion when they create inclusive spaces for cross ethnic
networking, mentoring, collaboration and resource exchange. These insights are relevant to wider efforts
to advance inclusive economies, reduce social distance and build peaceful and cohesive communities.

The study has limitations. Its qualitative design and focus on Malay SME entrepreneurs in Kuala
Terengganu mean that the findings should be interpreted as contextually grounded rather than
statistically representative of all Malaysian entrepreneurs. The data also capture participants' accounts
at a particular period in time. Future studies could compare entrepreneurs from different ethnic
communities and regions, combine qualitative and quantitative approaches, and use longitudinal
designs to examine how cross ethnic business relationships change under different economic and
political conditions. Comparative research across multicultural societies would be particularly useful for
assessing whether similar network mechanisms generate social cohesion in other institutional and
cultural contexts.

Overall, the study demonstrates that the social consequences of entrepreneurship deserve greater
attention in research on contemporary societies. Cross ethnic business networks can support
commercial resilience while also building bridging social capital, intercultural understanding and
cooperative norms. Recognising these dual functions broadens the meaning of inclusive
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entrepreneurship and highlights the potential of everyday economic institutions to contribute to the
social fabric of diverse societies.

Declarations

Acknowledgements

The authors would like to thank all the respondents who contributed effortlessly in this research.
Author contributions

The authors were responsible for the conceptualization of the study, research design, data collection,
data analysis, intrepretation of findings, and preparation of the manuscript.

Funding

This research did not receive any specific grant from funding agencies in the public, commercial, or not-
for-profit sectors.

Data availability

The qualitative data generated and analyzed during the current study are not publicly available due to
ethical and confidentiality considerations involving human research participants. De-identified data may
be made available by the corresponding author upon reasonable request, subject to approval by the
relevant ethics and institutional regulations.

Ethical Approval and consent to participate

This study was reviewed and approved by the Ethics Committee of the Center for Research in
Development, Social and Environment, Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities, Universiti
Kebangsaan Malaysia, in accordance with the ethical principles set forth in the American Sociological
Association (ASA) Code of Ethics (2018) and the British Sociological Association (BSA) Statement of
Ethical Practice (2017). All participants were informed about the purpose and procedures of the study,
the voluntary nature of participation, confidentiality and anonymity safeguards, and their right to decline
or withdraw from participation. Informed consent was obtained from all participants before data
collection.

Consent for publication

Participants were informed that anonymized data from the study may be used for academic publications
and scholarly dissemination. No identifiable personal information is disclosed in this article.

Competing interests

The authors declare no competing interests.
Page 16/22



References

1.

Agbim KC. Social Networking and the Family Business Performance: A Conceptual Consideration. J
Entrepreneurship Manage Innov. 2019;15:83-122. 10.7341/20191514.

. Aldrich H. (1989) Networking among women entrepreneurs.

3. Aldrich H, Zimmer C. Entrepreneurship through social networks’. 1st ed. Cambridge, Mass: Ballinger;

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

1986.

. Ali KK, Mohd Ali MN, Panatik SA, Rahman A. (2018) Framework and Development of Malaysian

Business Ethics Module. SHS Web of Conferences 56:04004. 10.1051/shsconf/20185604004

. Awang A, Ahmad ZA, Asghar ARS, Subari KA. Entrepreneurial orientation and effectiveness of small

and medium agro-nased enterprises (SMAEs) in Malaysia-mediating effect of knowledge and
network strategies. Int J Bus Manage. 2006;5:130—-43.

. Birley S. The role of networks in the entrepreneurial process. J Bus Ventur. 1985;1:107-17.
. Blakie N. Designing Social Research. 2nd ed. Polity; 2010.
. Bogdan R, Biklen S. Qualitative Research for Education. Inc: Allyn & Bacon; 1998.

. Clar G, Sautter B. Research Driven Clusters at the Heart of (Trans-) Regional Learning and Priority-

Setting Processes. J Knowl Econ. 2014;5:156—80. 10.1007/s13132-014-0180-0.

Coleman JS. Social Capital in the Creation of Human Capital. Am J Sociol. 1988;94:95-120.
10.1086/228943.

Cook KS, Whitmeyer JM. Two Approaches To Social Structure: Exchange Theory and Network
Analysis. Annu Rev Sociol. 1992;18:109-27.

Dion KL. Group Cohesion: From Field of Forces to Multidimensional Construct. Group Dynamics:
Theory Res Pract. 2000;4:7-26. 10.1037//1089-2699.4.1.7.

Dodd SD, Patra E. National differences in entrepreneurial networking. Entrepreneurship Reg Dev.
2002;14:117-34.10.1080/08985620110111304.

Dubini P, Aldrich H. Personal and Extended Networks are Central to The Entrepreneurial Process. J
Bus Ventur. 1991;6:305-13.

Dyaram L, Kamalanabhan TJ. Unearthed: The Other Side of Group Cohesiveness. J Social Sci.
2005;10:185-90. 10.1080/09718923.2005.11892479.

Elfring T, Hulsink W. Networks in Entrepreneurship: The Case of High - Technology Firms. ERIM Rep
Ser Res Manage. 2003;21:409-22. 10.1023/A:1026180418357.

Elfring T, Hulsink W. Networking by entrepreneurs: Patterns of tie-formation in emerging
organizations. Organ Stud. 2007;28:1849-72. 10.1177/0170840607078719.

Granovetter MS. The Strength of Weak Ties. Am J Sociol. 1973;78:1360-80.
10.4324/9780429494468-61.

Granovetter MS. The Strength of Weak Ties: A Network Theory Revisited. Sociol Theory.
1983;1:201-33. 10.2307/202051.

Page 17/22



20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

Hansen EL. Entreprenerial Networks and New Organization Growth. Entrepreneurship Theory Pract.
1995;19:7-19. 10.1177/104225879501900402.

Hassan NA, Abdullah A, Noor MM, Din HAM, Abdullah NH, Ismail MM. Business Networking and
Social Cohesion among Business Community in Malaysia. Int J Asian Social Sci. 2018;8:669-76.
10.18488/journal.1.2018.88.669.676.

Hussain A, Ahmad SA, Mia S, Ahmed F, Prommee P. Relationship between business information,
business networking, access to finance and financial performance of social enterprises: Perspective
of resource-based view and signalling theory. Cogent Bus Manage. 2023;11.
10.1080/23311975.2023.2285062.

Jack SL. The role, use and activation of strong and weak network ties: A qualitative analysis. J
Manage Stud. 2005;42:1233-50. 10.1111/j.1467-6486.2005.00540.x.

Johannisson B. Business formation - a network approach. Scand J Manag. 1988;4:83-99.
10.1016/0956-5221(88)90002-4.

Johannissson B. Personal networks in emerging knowledge-based firms: Spatial and functional
patterns. Entrepreneurship Reg Dev. 1998;10:297-312. 10.1080/08985629800000017.

Kajikawa Y, Takeda Y, Sakata |, Matsushima K. Multiscale analysis of interfirm networks in regional
clusters. Technovation. 2010;30:168-80. 10.1016/j.technovation.2009.12.004.

Kang S, Na YK. The Effect of the Relationship Characteristics and Social Capital of the Sharing
Economy Business on the Social Network, Relationship Competitive Advantage, and Continuance
Commitment. Sustainability. 2018;10:1-22. 10.3390/su10072203.

Klyver K, Honig B, Steffens P. Social support timing and persistence in nascent entrepreneurship:
exploring when instrumental and emotional support is most effective. Small Bus Econ.
2018;51:709-34. 10.1007/s11187-017-9964-5.

De Koning A, Entrepreneurship. Firm Emergence Growth 6:265-314. doi: 10.1016/S1074-
7540(03)06009-4.

Lechner C, Dowling M. Firm Networks: External Relationships as Sources for the Growth and
Competitiveness of Entrepreneurial Firms. Entrepreneurship Reg Dev. 2003;15:1-26.
10.1080/08985620210159220.

Lechner C, Gudmundsson SV. Entrepreneurial orientation, firm strategy and small firm performance.
Int Small Bus J. 2014;32:36-60. 10.1177/0266242612455034.

Li J, Li Y. Research on the Impact of Social Network Embeddedness on Returnee Innovative
Behavior. Sustain (Switzerland). 2024;16. 10.3390/su162310481.

Lux S, Lamont BT, Ellis KM, Ferris GR, Muchira J. Developing and Utilizing Efficient Ties in
Entrepreneurial Networks in Africa. Afr J Manage. 2016;2:73-92.
10.1080/23322373.2015.1132104.

Malaysia JP. (2021) Demografi Penduduk Mengikut Etnik.

Page 18/22



35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44,

45.

46.

47.

48.

49.

Minai MS, Ibrahim Y, Kheng LK. Entrepreneurial Network in Malaysia: Are There Any Differences
Across Ethnic Groups ? J Bus Policy Res. 2012;7:178-92.

Morshed A. Ethical challenges in designing sustainable business models for responsible
consumption and production: case studies from Jordan. Manage Sustain. 2025. 10.1108/MSAR-09-
2024-0131.

Moustakas L. Social Cohesion: Definitions, Causes and Consequences. Encyclopedia. 2023;3:1028-
37.10.3390/encyclopedia3030075.

Nakamura YT, Yorks L. The role of reflective practices in building social capital in organizations from
an hrd perspective. Hum Resour Dev Rev. 2011;10:222-45. 10.1177/1534484311411076.

Othman Z. Social Capital in a Diverse Malaysia: Enhancing Bonding, Bridging, and Linking for Greater
Social Cohesion. e-Bangi J Social Sci Humanit. 2025;22. 10.17576/ebangi.2025.2201.20.

Paunescu C, Molnar E. Country’s entrepreneurial environment predictors for starting a new venture-
Evidence for Romania. Sustainability. 2020;12:1-18. 10.3390/SU12187794.

Reitz JG, Banerjee R. Racial Inequality, Social Cohesion and Policy Issues in Canada. Canadian
Ethnic Studies Meeting; 2005.

Riquelme HE. In search of entrepreneurial opportunities — an integrated model. J enterprising Cult.
2013;21:249-74.10.1142/S0218495813500118.

Sagita A, Yusof MSM, Budiharjo R, Nsereko I, Suhimi S. Entrepreneurial networking as a mediator
between entrepreneurial orientation and business performance: Insights from small business
owners in Malaysia. Asian Economic Financial Rev. 2025;15:76-97. 10.55493/5002.v15i1.5284.

Satar M, Alharthi S, Asad M, Alenazy A, Asif MU. The Moderating Role of Entrepreneurial Networking
between Entrepreneurial Alertness and the Success of Entrepreneurial Firms. Sustain (Switzerland).
2024;16. 10.3390/su16114535.

Schell S, Hiepler M, Moog P. It's all about who you know: The role of social networks in intra-family
succession in small and medium-sized firms. J Family Bus Strategy. 2018;9:311-25.
10.1016/j.jfbs.2018.08.003.

Semrau T, Werner A. How exactly do network relationships pay off? The effects of network size and
relationship quality on access to start-up resources. Entrepreneurship: Theory Pract. 2014;38:501—
25.10.1111/etap.12011.

Sepulveda F, Gabrielsson M. Network development and firm growth: A resource-based study of B2B
Born Globals. Ind Mark Manage. 2013;42:792-804. 10.1016/j.indmarman.2013.01.001.

Shah HA, Yasir M, Majid A, Javed A. Impact of Networking Capability on Organizational Survival of
SMEs: Mediating Role of Strategic Renewal. Pakistan J Commer Social Sci. 2019;13:559-80.

SME Corp. Malaysia. (2020) SME Definitions.
https://www.smecorp.gov.my/index.php/en/policies/2020-02-11-08-01-24/sme-definition.
Accessed 13 Sep 2021.

Page 19/22



50. Storey DJ, Wynarczyk P. The survival and non survival of micro firms in the UK. Rev Ind Organ.
1996;11:211-29. 10.1007/BF00157668.

51. Surin EF, Wahab IA. (2013) The Effect of Social Network on Business Performance in Established
Manufacturing Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) in Malaysia. In: International Proceedings of
Economics Development and Research. pp 55-59.

52. Surin EF, Wahab IAb H, Saad MHF, Harun MN MHM. Using the Social Network for Business
Sustainability: Examining Start-up SME Firms in Malaysia. Inform Manage Bus Rev. 2015;7:18-26.
10.13140/RG.2.1.3165.9607.

53. Uzzi B. The Sources and Consequences of Embeddedness for the Economic Performance of
Organizations: The Network Effect. Am Sociol Rev. 1996;61:674—-98.

54. Yang Z, Huang Z, Wang F, Feng C. The double-edged sword of networking: Complementary and
substitutive effects of networking capability in China. Ind Mark Manage. 2018;68:145-55.
10.1016/j.indmarman.2017.10.010.

55. Zafar R, Ali A, Khurshid Z. Empirical Relationship Between Social Cohesion And Economic Growth In
Pakistan: A Time Series Analysis. Pak J Appl Econ. 2023;33:17-31.

Table 1

Table 1 is available in the Supplementary Files section.

Figures

Page 20/22



Career as a Malay SME Entrapraneur

]

Business Network Actors
Social Matwork
Actors
Roles and
; Characteristics
' Strong Ties Weak Ties :
The Process of .
Strangthening '
Saocial ' ) '
Cohesion and ;= Trust '
Social Lo Sense of Balonging ]
Metwarks — .+ Cooparation .
|« Acceplance of Diversity '

R _'_'_'_'_'_'_'f_'_'_'f_'_'._'ﬁ_'_'_':_'_'lﬁ_'_'_':_'_'_' e ﬁ_'_'_':_'_'_'f;

Production Factor Resourcas
Business Support Servicas !
Moral Support ]
Assistance, Guidance, and Mentorship
Sharing of Information and Experiance '
Evaluation, Advice, and Feedback
Business Problem Discussion and Resclution '

L Imporiance to Entrepranaurs I

i and Businesses
H

Impact of
Social
matworks

1

Strengthening Social Cohesion among Entrepreneurs in
Malaysia

Figure 1

Model of Strengthening Social Cohesion and Social Networks

Supplementary Files

This is a list of supplementary files associated with this preprint. Click to download.

Page 21/22



e Table1.docx

Page 22/22


https://assets-eu.researchsquare.com/files/rs-10782739/v1/405fa52324b0912d4cf5966d.docx

