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Objective: This study aimed to develop an “Existential Empowerment Ecosystem (E*)” model
grounded in the concepts of existential capital and the third place to explain and enhance the
sustainability of home-based businesses in Iran.

Methodology: A qualitative design integrating hermeneutic phenomenology and systematic
grounded theory was employed. Twenty participants, including bank employees, retired welfare
beneficiaries, NGO facilitators, university academics, and home-based business owners, were
selected through purposive and snowball sampling. Data were collected through in-depth semi-
structured interviews and field notes and analyzed using MAXQDA at descriptive, interpretive,
and existential levels.

Findings: The findings identified institutional humiliation as the strongest predictor of business
failure and dignity as the most influential predictor of sustainability. Eighty percent of unsuccessful
participants reported experiences of humiliation during the loan acquisition process, compared with
only 14.3% of successful participants. Business sustainability was also associated with a strong
entrepreneurial idea, self-belief, motivation, initial personal investment, chain-guarantee
mechanisms, and positive engagement with local NGOs. The E? theory was developed around five
propositions: dignity-centeredness, meaning-making, agency enhancement, the existential third
place, and existential empowerment. A four-layer ecosystem model and an existential feedback
loop were also identified. Furthermore, the Existential Capital Scale (ECS) and Existential Well-
Being Index (EWI) were conceptually developed as practical assessment tools.

Conclusion: The sustainability of home-based businesses is fundamentally an existential
phenomenon rather than a purely financial or institutional one. Dignity, meaning, hope, autonomy,
and belonging constitute the core drivers of long-term sustainability. Therefore, redesigning
banking and support systems around existential empowerment, eliminating humiliating procedures,
strengthening third-place institutions, and adopting existential assessment indicators can
substantially improve the resilience and sustainability of home-based enterprises.

Keywords: Existential Capital; Third Place; Existential Empowerment Ecosystem; Home-Based
Businesses; Business Sustainability; Mehr Iran Qard al-Hasan Bank.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Home-based businesses have emerged as one of the most important forms of entrepreneurial
activity in contemporary economies. The expansion of information and communication technologies,
changes in labor market structures, increasing demand for flexible work arrangements, and the growth of
knowledge-based economies have significantly contributed to the development of home-based
entrepreneurship worldwide (Malik et al., 2024; Zenkteler et al., 2022). Home-based businesses encompass
a broad spectrum of economic activities conducted within the household environment for income
generation and value creation. These businesses have become increasingly attractive because of their low
start-up costs, operational flexibility, compatibility with family responsibilities, and ability to create
employment opportunities in both urban and rural areas (Dewlly, 2008; Dwelly et al., 2006).

The economic and social contributions of home-based businesses have been widely documented
in the literature. Research has demonstrated that these businesses contribute to employment generation,
poverty reduction, local economic development, and household income enhancement (Hill et al., 2003;
Morganson et al., 2010). Furthermore, home-based businesses provide unique opportunities for women,
elderly individuals, people with disabilities, and residents of underserved communities to participate in
economic activities and achieve greater financial independence (Gashi et al., 2022; Walker & Webster, 2004).
Consequently, many governments and development organizations have increasingly recognized home-
based entrepreneurship as a strategic instrument for sustainable development and inclusive economic
growth (Salim, 2017; Small Business, 2022).

Despite their importance, many home-based businesses experience significant difficulties in
achieving long-term sustainability. Limited access to financial resources, inadequate market access,
insufficient managerial skills, weak support networks, and institutional barriers frequently hinder their
growth and survival (Malik et al., 2024; Vorley & Rodgers, 2014). The concept of business sustainability has
therefore become a central concern in entrepreneurship and management research. Business sustainability
refers to the ability of organizations to maintain economic viability while simultaneously generating social
value and adapting to environmental and institutional challenges over time (Hamsal & Ichsan, 2021; Rezaee,
2016). Sustainable businesses are not merely profitable enterprises; they are organizations capable of
creating enduring value for stakeholders and society (Arend, 2020; Gutterman, 2023).

An important body of literature emphasizes the role of governance in fostering sustainable business
environments. Good governance is characterized by transparency, accountability, participation, regulatory
quality, rule of law, and effective institutional arrangements (World, 2022). Studies have consistently
shown that governance quality influences entrepreneurial success, business growth, and long-term
sustainability by creating favorable institutional conditions and reducing uncertainty (Abdelaziz, 2021;
Ndukwe & Allison, 2021). Likewise, effective governance contributes to trust-building, corruption
reduction, and improved business environments, thereby facilitating entrepreneurial development (Dhaoui,
2019; Wirba, 2024).

In Iran, several studies have explored factors influencing the sustainability and development of
home-based businesses. Research has highlighted the importance of managerial skills, government
support, knowledge management, entrepreneurial competencies, and business environments in promoting



home-based entrepreneurship (Izadi et al., 2016). Other studies have emphasized the significance of access
to information, training opportunities, financial facilities, social networks, and supportive institutions
(Marvati et al., 2024; Parchami & Jalali, 2019). Governance-related investigations have also demonstrated
that organizational relationships, regulatory quality, institutional cooperation, and anti-corruption
mechanisms significantly affect business sustainability (Mohammadian & Rahimi, 2024; Salarinia et al.,
2025). Furthermore, recent research on women’s home-based businesses has stressed the importance of
empowerment and supportive ecosystems in fostering entrepreneurial success (Abi Hilal al-Din, 2025).

Although these studies have substantially advanced understanding of home-based businesses, most
existing approaches focus primarily on economic, managerial, technical, or institutional dimensions.
Comparatively little attention has been paid to deeper existential dimensions such as dignity, meaning,
hope, autonomy, belonging, and self-worth. Yet many entrepreneurs face challenges that extend beyond
financial constraints and managerial difficulties. Experiences of institutional humiliation, social exclusion,
lack of purpose, and diminished personal agency may profoundly influence entrepreneurial persistence
and business sustainability.

To address this theoretical gap, the present study introduces the concepts of existential capital and
the third place as foundational elements of sustainable home-based entrepreneurship. Existential capital
refers to an individual’s reservoir of dignity, meaning, hope, autonomy, and belonging that enables
effective adaptation to uncertainty and adversity. The concept of the third place refers to intermediary
social spaces situated between the private sphere of home and formal institutional structures, creating
opportunities for interaction, mutual support, learning, and social integration. Integrating these concepts
offers a novel perspective on entrepreneurial sustainability that extends beyond conventional financial and
institutional explanations.

Accordingly, this study sought to develop an Existential Empowerment Ecosystem (E2) model to
explain how existential capital and third-place dynamics contribute to the sustainability of home-based
businesses, with a particular focus on the role of Mehr Iran Qard al-Hasan Bank as a socio-financial
institution.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design integrating hermeneutic phenomenology and
systematic grounded theory. The combined methodological approach was selected to facilitate both deep
exploration of participants’ lived experiences and theory development grounded in empirical data.

Twenty participants were recruited through purposive and snowball sampling strategies.
Participants represented diverse stakeholder groups involved in home-based business ecosystems,
including bank employees, retired welfare beneficiaries, NGO facilitators, university academics, home-
based business owners, and development experts. Eligibility criteria included a minimum of two years of
relevant experience in home-based business activities, support programs, policymaking, or research.

Data collection was conducted through in-depth semi-structured interviews lasting between 45 and
90 minutes. Interviews explored participants’ experiences with business sustainability, institutional
interactions, financing mechanisms, personal motivations, support systems, and perceived barriers to
success. Field notes were also collected to supplement interview data and provide contextual insights.

Data analysis was conducted using MAXQDA software through three iterative stages. The first
stage involved open coding and the identification of more than 300 initial codes. The second stage
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consisted of axial coding to organize codes into broader conceptual categories. The third stage involved
selective coding and existential interpretation to identify underlying meanings, patterns, and theoretical
relationships. Trustworthiness was enhanced through participant validation, peer review, methodological
triangulation, and theoretical saturation.

Findings

The findings revealed a substantial discrepancy between institutional and experiential
understandings of business sustainability. Frequently mentioned concepts among institutional actors
included transparency, supervision, accountability, and regulation. In contrast, participants with direct
field experience emphasized dignity, self-belief, motivation, and respect as critical determinants of
entrepreneurial persistence.

Comparative analysis between successful and unsuccessful home-based businesses identified
several significant differences. All successful entrepreneurs reported having a clear and meaningful
business idea, whereas only a small minority of unsuccessful entrepreneurs described a strong
entrepreneurial vision. Successful participants also demonstrated higher levels of self-confidence,
motivation, and personal commitment to their businesses.

Initial personal investment emerged as another distinguishing factor. Successful entrepreneurs
generally contributed greater personal resources to their ventures and perceived these contributions as
expressions of commitment and responsibility rather than purely financial inputs.

One of the most striking findings concerned experiences of institutional humiliation. Eighty
percent of unsuccessful participants reported feeling humiliated during loan acquisition processes,
compared with only 14.3% of successful participants. Participants described excessive documentation
requirements, repeated guarantor demands, and prolonged administrative procedures as sources of dignity
erosion and discouragement.

Interactions with NGOs and intermediary organizations also differentiated successful from
unsuccessful cases. Successful entrepreneurs reported significantly higher satisfaction with NGO support
and described these organizations as accessible, empathetic, and responsive. Participants frequently
characterized NGOs as “bridges” between individuals and formal institutions.

Selective coding resulted in the development of the E2 theory, consisting of five core propositions:
dignity-centeredness, meaning-making, agency enhancement, the existential third place, and existential
empowerment. These propositions were integrated into a four-layer conceptual model comprising the
Iranian lifeworld, institutional actors, existential processes, and existential capital leading to well-being
and sustainability.

The study also identified an “existential feedback loop” through which initial existential capital
contributes to material success, material success generates social recognition, and social recognition
further strengthens existential capital. This dynamic process reinforces business sustainability over time.

Additionally, two practical assessment tools were developed: the Existential Capital Scale (ECS),
measuring dignity, meaning, hope, autonomy, and belonging; and the Existential Well-Being Index
(EWI), categorizing entrepreneurs into five levels ranging from critical vulnerability to flourishing
sustainability.

Discussion and Conclusion



The findings suggest that the sustainability of home-based businesses cannot be adequately
explained solely through financial, managerial, or institutional variables. Instead, sustainability appears to
be fundamentally rooted in existential experiences that shape entrepreneurs’ capacity to persevere through
uncertainty, adversity, and institutional challenges.

The prominence of dignity as the strongest predictor of sustainability represents a significant
theoretical contribution. While previous business sustainability frameworks emphasize governance
quality, institutional effectiveness, and resource accessibility, the present study demonstrates that
entrepreneurs’ subjective experiences of respect and recognition may be equally important. Institutional
practices that undermine dignity can weaken entrepreneurial motivation and ultimately contribute to
business failure, regardless of financial support availability.

The findings also reveal that meaningful entrepreneurial engagement extends beyond economic
objectives. Successful entrepreneurs frequently described their businesses as expressions of personal
values, social contribution, family responsibility, or life purpose. Such meaning-oriented engagement
appears to strengthen resilience and commitment, enabling entrepreneurs to navigate challenges more
effectively.

The concept of existential capital provides a valuable framework for understanding these
dynamics. Dignity, meaning, hope, autonomy, and belonging function collectively as psychological and
social resources that support entrepreneurial persistence. These dimensions not only influence individual
well-being but also shape business outcomes and sustainability trajectories.

The identification of the existential third place further enriches understanding of entrepreneurial
ecosystems. NGOs and intermediary organizations play roles that extend beyond service provision. By
fostering trust, social connection, validation, and mutual support, they create environments in which
existential capital can develop and flourish. These findings suggest that effective entrepreneurship support
systems should prioritize relational and community-building functions alongside financial assistance.

Perhaps the most important contribution of the study is the conceptualization of sustainability as a
dynamic existential process rather than a static economic outcome. The existential feedback loop
demonstrates how dignity, success, recognition, and empowerment interact recursively to reinforce long-
term sustainability. This perspective shifts attention from isolated interventions toward holistic ecosystem
development.

In conclusion, the E3 model offers a novel theoretical and practical framework for understanding
the sustainability of home-based businesses. The study demonstrates that sustainable entrepreneurship
depends not only on financial capital and institutional support but also on the cultivation of existential
capital and supportive third-place environments. Consequently, policymakers, financial institutions,
NGOs, and development practitioners should design interventions that preserve dignity, foster meaning,
strengthen agency, and enhance social belonging. Such an approach may significantly improve the long-
term sustainability and developmental impact of home-based businesses.
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