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Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMESs) are considered the main drivers of
economic development, and financial and technical support for them can have
significant impacts on overall economic flows. Banks, as the primary arm for
financing and credit provision to businesses, play an indispensable role in this
regard. Thus, the primary objective of this study is twofold: first, to propose a
model for national banks’ support aimed at fostering entrepreneurial behavior in
SMEs, and second, to examine the significance and prioritization of key factors
influencing banks' supportive role in developing entrepreneurial behavior in
SMEs. To achieve this, the study utilized expert opinions from a panel of seven
specialists in economics and banking from West Azerbaijan province for the
qualitative section, and 464 managers from banks (specifically Sepah Bank) and
SMEs in the province for the quantitative section. Data collection tools included
semi-structured interviews for the qualitative phase and a researcher-made
questionnaire for the quantitative phase. For data analysis and identifying
influencing factors regarding banks' support for the development of entrepreneurial
behavior in SMEs, thematic analysis and MAXQDA software were employed.
Additionally, quantitative data analysis was conducted using structural equation
modeling and AMOS software. The qualitative findings revealed that a total of 82
primary themes, organized into 14 organizing themes, can be identified in the
context of banks' role in supporting the development of entrepreneurial behavior
in SMEs. In the quantitative section, the significance and prioritization of causal,
intervening, and contextual factors were examined. The results also demonstrated
how the entrepreneurial behaviors of SMEs can either advance or stagnate based
on banks' behaviors.

Keywords: banking industry support, entrepreneurial behavior, small and
medium-sized enterprises, mixed approach.
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Introduction

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are considered the primary drivers of economic
development, as they contribute significantly to the GDP and employment rates, especially in developing
economies (Batrancea et al., 2022; Cenamor et al., 2019; Crovini et al., 2021; Hanifzadeh et al., 2017; Lifian et
al., 2020; Sarwar et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2021). The success of SMEs, however, largely depends on the level
of financial and technical support they receive from financial institutions, particularly banks. Banks serve
as the key players in providing credit and financial support to these enterprises, enabling them to expand
their operations, innovate, and enhance their competitiveness. In the context of entrepreneurial behavior,
financial backing from banks is crucial for SMEs to take calculated risks, innovate, and explore new
market opportunities (Kuratko & Audretsch, 2013).

Entrepreneurial behavior is essential for SMEs, as it fosters innovation, enhances competitiveness,
and enables businesses to adapt to market changes. In highly competitive markets, especially those marked
by rapid technological advancements, the entrepreneurial capacity of SMEs determines their ability to
survive and grow (Jin & Cho, 2018). In particular, SMEs rely heavily on banks not only for direct financial
support but also for strategic advice, networking opportunities, and market intelligence.

In emerging markets like Iran, where SMEs play a significant role in economic growth and
employment generation, financial institutions' support becomes even more critical. The Iranian banking
sector, however, faces several challenges in providing adequate support to SMEs, ranging from regulatory
issues to risk-averse lending practices. These challenges limit the potential of SMEs to innovate and
compete in both local and international markets (Ojeme et al., 2018). The role of government policies in
facilitating the relationship between banks and SMEs is also significant. Government intervention can
either ease or complicate the provision of financial support, depending on how policies are implemented
(Adam & Alarifi, 2021).

Given these dynamics, the present study aims to propose a model for national banks' support to
foster entrepreneurial behavior in SMEs in Iran. By evaluating the key factors influencing banks' roles in
supporting entrepreneurship, the study seeks to identify strategies that could enhance the effectiveness of
financial institutions in contributing to the growth and innovation of SMEs. The focus is on understanding
how banks can better serve SMEs by overcoming existing barriers and capitalizing on opportunities for
financial and strategic support.

Methods and Materials

The study employed a mixed-methods approach, combining both qualitative and quantitative
methodologies to explore the role of banks in supporting SMEs. For the qualitative phase, semi-structured
interviews were conducted with a panel of seven experts from the fields of banking and economics in the
West Azerbaijan province. The experts were selected based on their experience in the banking sector,
specifically with Sepah Bank, one of the major players in SME financing.

The quantitative phase involved the administration of a researcher-designed questionnaire to 464
participants, which included bank managers and SME executives. The questionnaire was developed based
on the themes that emerged from the qualitative analysis. Key variables measured included the type of



financial support provided by banks, the perceived impact on entrepreneurial behavior, and the
significance of contextual and intervening factors affecting the bank-SME relationship.

Data analysis was performed using thematic analysis for the qualitative data, employing
MAXQDA software, while the quantitative data was analyzed using structural equation modeling (SEM)
with AMOS software.

Findings

The qualitative findings revealed 82 primary themes organized into 14 overarching themes, which
reflect the critical role banks play in fostering entrepreneurship within SMEs. For example, themes such
as the availability of customized financial products, the role of government regulations, and the quality of
relationships between banks and SMEs were highlighted as significant contributors to successful
entrepreneurial outcomes.

The quantitative analysis revealed a statistically significant correlation between bank support and
the entrepreneurial behavior of SMEs. Specifically, factors such as the availability of financial resources
(mean = 3.46, SD = 0.82) and government intervention (mean = 3.53, SD = 0.96) were found to have the
most significant impact on entrepreneurial activities, with p-values less than 0.05, indicating strong
significance. These factors contributed to a more favorable environment for SMEs to innovate, scale, and
compete in both local and international markets.

One of the key findings was that SMEs with access to structured financial support from banks
were more likely to exhibit advanced entrepreneurial behaviors, such as engaging in risk-taking and
pursuing innovative business strategies. The study also found that contextual factors, such as the economic
environment and the legal framework, played a moderating role in the effectiveness of bank support.

Discussion and Conclusion

The study's findings underscore the importance of national banks in supporting the entrepreneurial
behavior of SMEs. The thematic analysis highlighted the multifaceted nature of bank-SME interactions,
where factors such as regulatory frameworks, financial product innovation, and the quality of bank-SME
relationships play pivotal roles. Banks that provided tailored financial solutions and maintained strong,
open communication channels with SMEs were more effective in fostering entrepreneurship.

Quantitative results further validated the qualitative insights, revealing that financial support,
government policies, and bank-SME interactions were all significant drivers of entrepreneurial behavior.
The strong correlation between bank support and SME success suggests that national banks can play a
transformative role in the Iranian economy by acting as catalysts for innovation and growth.

However, the study also identified challenges that impede the full potential of bank-SME
collaborations. For instance, regulatory barriers and the high-risk perception of lending to SMEs were
frequently cited as factors limiting the effectiveness of bank support. Additionally, the study found that
while government policies aimed at supporting SMEs were well-intentioned, they were often inconsistent
and not adequately enforced, further complicating the relationship between banks and SMEs.

In conclusion, this study provides a comprehensive model for understanding how national banks
can effectively support the entrepreneurial behavior of SMEs. By addressing both the opportunities and
challenges present in the Iranian banking and SME sectors, the study offers actionable insights for
policymakers and banking institutions. The findings suggest that a more coordinated effort between banks,
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government bodies, and SMEs is essential for fostering a more dynamic and entrepreneurial economy.
Future research could explore the long-term impact of these support mechanisms on SME growth and
innovation, particularly in emerging markets like Iran.
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