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Female entrepreneurship continues to grow globally, yet women continue to face persistent
systemic barriers, including limited access to capital, gendered societal expectations, and
structural inequities within entrepreneurial ecosystems. While prior research has extensively
documented these challenges, little attention has been given to the strategies women employ
to navigate said challenges. This thesis explores the lived experiences of female
entrepreneurs in Finland to uncover the adaptive strategies that enable success in male-
dominated contexts.

A qualitative research design was employed, comprising of six semi-structured interviews
with active female startup founders and ecosystem professionals. Findings reveal that social
networks and support systems are central to sustaining female founders, providing both
practical guidance and psychological support. The study further highlights the internalized
psychological challenges, including imposter syndrome and self-doubt, shaped by early
social conditioning and societal gender norms.

This research contributes to a more inclusive understanding of entrepreneurship by centering
on women’s lived experiences and demonstrating how adaptive strategies can reshape
traditional leadership paradigms and entrepreneurial success. The findings have significant
implications for theory, policy, and practice, emphasizing the need for entrepreneurial
ecosystems that actively support and amplify women’s potential.
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1 Introduction

When asked to think of an entrepreneur, society is programmed to think of a popular or
historical male figure — like Steve Jobs or Elon Musk — whose ideas have reshaped the
modern economy. This tendency reflects the historically male-dominated construct of
entrepreneurship, wherein men are disproportionately represented as the primary drivers of
significant change. As discovered by the most recent Global Entrepreneurship Monitor
(GEM) report, the entrepreneurial landscape has expanded significantly in recent decades
with 38 out of 74 reporting countries showing a significant increase in early-stage
entrepreneurial activity since their first participation (GEM, 2023a). However, this growth
has not been evenly distributed. Female entrepreneurship, while growing at a noticeable and
rapid rate, continues to be bound by systemic barriers — lack of access to capital, societal
expectations, and general gendered assumptions — as 1 in 16 women own an established
business, compared to 1 in 10 men (GEM, 2023b). These barriers have consistently shaped
women’s entrepreneurial trajectories since their earliest entry into the entrepreneurial

landscape.

The Journal of Entrepreneurship, Management and Innovation (JEMI) highlights the
transformative potential of female entrepreneurship as an untapped catalyst of economic
growth (Ascher, 2012). Entrepreneurship — no matter the gender — contributes uniquely to
economies, creating jobs, fostering innovation, and introducing diverse ideas. For example,
in 2010, 187 million women across 59 countries were engaged in entrepreneurial activities,
accounting for over 52% of the world’s population and 84% of global GDP. These figures
illustrate the profound economic impact of female entrepreneurship, yet the "gender gap"
continues to exist, with no country reporting higher entrepreneurial activity among women
than men (Ascher, 2012). More recent research extensively explores and defines these
barriers (Cardella et al., 2020), yet a critical gap exists: the strategies women use to overcome
these barriers and foster innovation continues to remain drastically underexplored. To
address this gap, this study asks: how do female entrepreneurs in Finland navigate systemic
barriers and employ adaptive strategies to achieve success in male-dominated
entrepreneurial ecosystems? Given the persistence of systemic inequalities, female
entrepreneurs must develop necessary adaptive approaches to sustain and grow their

ventures. Investigating these strategies is essential not only for advancing gender equity in



entrepreneurship, but also for redefining innovation beyond traditionally masculinized

frameworks and policies.

To explore these under examined strategies, this study employs a qualitative approach
drawing on interviews with active female startup founders and other associated professionals
in the entrepreneurial ecosystem. This methodological approach is deliberately chosen to
uncover the nuanced, often invisible strategies women use to overcome existing barriers in
society and the entrepreneurial ecosystem. By centring on women’s lived experiences, it
becomes easier to understand and explore the differences between each individuals’
experiences and challenge the very frameworks that have historically defined entrepreneurial
success. Preliminary findings suggest women employ specific leadership styles and leverage
their perspectives as a woman to reimagine constraints and create opportunities for
innovation. This study contributes to a more inclusive understanding of the entrepreneurial
ecosystem, recognizing gendered structural barriers while impressing the importance of
women’s agency in overcoming them. Ultimately, these insights hold significant
implications for theory, policy, and practice, advocating for entrepreneurial ecosystems that

foster women’s potential rather than inhibiting it.



2 Literature Review

Entrepreneurship has long been celebrated as a driver of economic growth, innovation, and
social progress. However, the entrepreneurial landscape has also historically been dominated
by male perspectives, obscuring the critical contributions of women entrepreneurs. Despite
systemic barriers, women-owned businesses continue to play a vital role in global economies
— fostering stability, generating employment, and creating opportunities for marginalized
groups (Ascher, 2012). Yet, nothing seems to change, female entrepreneurs continue to
operate within ecosystems characterized by structural inequities, from financial exclusion to

deeply entrenched gender stereotypes.

Current literature critically examines the evolving landscape of female entrepreneurship,
analysing the challenges women face in this male-dominated field. Underlying these
challenges is the pervasive influence of gendered stereotyping, which highlights inequities
even as women demonstrate resilience and innovation, often exceeding their male
counterparts. By analysing and comparing recent research, a central paradox comes to light:
while women entrepreneurs are achieving measurable success, their progress remains
constrained by systems designed for their male counterparts. The analysis not only identifies
gaps in policy and practice but also highlights the potential for redefining entrepreneurship

through an inclusive lens.

2.1 Women in Entrepreneurship

Entrepreneurship has always been a man’s world — historically shaped, structurally
reinforced, and consistently dominated by male narratives of innovation and success. Despite
progress towards global gender equality, societal perceptions of entrepreneurship remain
poisoned by gender stereotypes and ideals (Perez-Quintana et al., 2017). This continued
association is represented by current conceptions of success and leadership traits, both of
which are deemed essential for entrepreneurial achievement, reinforcing the association
between these leadership and traditional masculinity (Perez-Quintana et al., 2017). The bias
persists even as research demonstrates no inherent differences in creative capabilities

between genders, revealing instead that systemic biases skew the evaluation of ideas
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(Langham et al., 2022). This skew reflects deeper structural barriers, as judgments are
filtered through the lens of outdated stereotypes and predetermined notions of
entrepreneurship — a convoluted paradigm that often equates competence with traditionally

masculine traits.

No matter the stereotypes that continue to permeate the entrepreneurial scene, female
entrepreneurs continue to deliver results. Research by Madison et al. (2023) indicates female
led small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) have an equal or higher level of product and
process innovation than male led SMEs. This aligns with broader evidence supporting the
idea that female led businesses and ventures are just as — if not more — successful than their
male led counterparts. For instance, Abouzahr et al. (2018) found that women led startups
generated 10% more revenue over a five-year period than male led startups. Recent venture
capital (VC) data further underscores this trend: in 2024, all-female founded companies in
Europe saw capital investments rise more than 7%, while all-male teams experienced a 10%
decline (PitchBook, 2025). Women are continuing to find opportunities in sectors previously
left untapped and undiscovered, as opportunity recognition has increased from an average
0f 29.2% in 2001-2005 to 51.9% in 2021-2023 (GEM, 2023b). Such findings reinforce the
argument that women led businesses are not only competitive but often outperform —
delivering on proposals and becoming more profitable as they scale (Abouzahr et al., 2018).
Women are paying attention to global markets and discovering new business opportunities
in places where men are lacking, leading their entrepreneurial ventures to stand out against

their male counterpart’s and fill gaps in the world’s entrepreneurial scene (GEM, 2023b).

2.2 Systemic Barriers

Traditional perceptions about the characteristics of women and men continue to represent
modern labour division throughout society (Lifidn, Jaén, and Rodriguez, 2024). This is to
say that entrepreneurship is not an inherently gendered field, but the current gendered
stereotypes create disparities between men and women (Lifan, Jaén, and Rodriguez, 2024).
Thus, female entrepreneurs are presented with numerous systemic barriers simply due to
their gender alignment. The main barriers women continue to face can be generalized into 4
distinct categories — financial exclusion, network exclusion, sociocultural expectations, and

policy failures — all upheld by generic gender stereotyping (Uebbing et al., 2024). Together
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these barriers — reinforced by persistent gender stereotypes — create a continuous cycle of
disadvantage for women entrepreneurs, ultimately limiting their opportunities and

perpetuating inequities in entrepreneurial ecosystems worldwide.

2.2.1 Financial Exclusion

An ongoing challenge for female entrepreneurs is unequal access to capital. Decades of
systemic factors — including differences in wealth accumulation, occupational segregation,
and historic exclusion from financial networks — have left women with, on average, with
fewer personal financial resources to invest in entrepreneurial ventures. Entrepreneurs are
then entering the funding landscape with less financial capital, forcing them to heavily rely
on external financing. This, therefore, compounds the impacts and disadvantages of gender

bias in lending and investment decisions (Asher, 2012).

These biases are starkly evident in VC funding. According to PitchBook’s 2025 VC funding
report, women across Europe raised just 0.8 billion euros in VC funding in 2024, while men
secured nearly 48 times that amount, totalling 38.3 billion euros. Furthermore, during the
decade spanning from 2011 to 2021, only 1 in 10 founders or CEOs who received VC
funding in Europe were women, and all female teams secured only 2% of total VC funding
(Invest Europe & European Investment Fund, 2023). Such vast imbalances and disparities
reflect the ongoing systemic biases in funding allocation. Women are frequently perceived
as higher-risk investments, despite evidence of comparable or superior returns on capital

investments (Abouzahr et al., 2018).

Given these structural barriers, some women choose to leverage personal networks, such as
spousal relationships, to circumvent financial discrimination and gain access to capital
(Uebbing et al., 2024). Yet, such workarounds remain exceptions, and the consequences of
exclusions and biases compound. Paradoxically, data shows women-run ventures deliver
2.5x higher return on investment (ROI) per dollar invested (Abouzahr et al., 2018) — proof
that bias, not merit, drives disparities. Until allocation processes address these gendered

patterns, women will remain locked out of financial capital’s compounding advantages.
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2.2.2 Network Exclusion

Women’s underrepresentation in the field of entrepreneurship is perpetuated by their
exclusion from male-dominated professional networks. These networks are the foundation
of entrepreneurship and the key to starting a successful venture by allowing unrestricted
access to financial, human, and social capital. Research demonstrates that female
entrepreneurs frequently rely on social capital to compensate for systemic barriers in male-
dominated industries (Agarwal et al., 2021). However, these networks tend to be more
limited in scope, less formalized, and concentrated in non-industry-specific circles in
comparison to their male counterparts' professional networks (Poggesi, Mari, and De Vita,
2015). This structural disadvantage restricts women’s access to high value connections,
whether to potential investors and venture capitalists, or mentors and community members
— leading to a scarcity in growth-oriented partnerships to help support their venture (Brush
et al., 2018). Resulting resource and connection disparities significantly constrain women
entrepreneurs’ scaling potential and sectoral competitiveness, only furthering the structural

gender inequities in entrepreneurship.

A critical implication of these exclusions is limited access to mentorship and peer
communities, both of which male entrepreneurs frequently access. With only 15% of senior
venture capitalists in larger firms being women (PitchBook, 2025), female founders face a
severe shortage of industry specific mentors. This scarcity reinforces gender stereotypes,
reducing women’s perceived fit in male-dominated sectors (Uebbing et al., 2024).
Furthermore, Germann et al. (2023) demonstrates that mentorship from demographically
similar mentors — in this case female mentors for female entrepreneurs — results in tangible
benefits: female founders paired with female mentors saw a 31.4% increase in monthly
profits, while those mentored by men saw no significant changes. This disparity reveals a
fundamental truth about entrepreneurial success: homophily — the tendency to connect with
similar others — directly catalyses growth. When women are excluded from networks that
share their lived experiences, they lose more than just connections — they lose access to the
specific, actionable insights that drive venture success. The implications of these exclusions
are profound, as systemic barriers that limit women’s access to gender congruent mentors
not only create individual disadvantages but perpetuate a cycle of exclusion. Fewer women

in leadership results in fewer mentors and role models to support the next generation of
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entrepreneurs, constraining the pipeline of female talent and success. The self-reinforcing
dynamic does not only affect women entrepreneurs but also deprives entire industries of a

whole demographic of people, diversity, innovation, and untapped market potential.

2.2.3 Sociocultural Expectations

One of the most pivotal barriers women face in entrepreneurship is the societal expectations
and cultural norms which are put upon them. As previously stated, women entrepreneurs
rely heavily on social capital to compensate for other disparities they face — most of this
social capital and networking support originates from family and friends (Agarwal et al.,
2021). However, these same social networks can also reinforce restrictive gender roles that

hinder entrepreneurial success.

Women are frequently expected to shoulder the burden of child rearing, caregiving, and other
similar domestic responsibilities — often referred to as the “double burden” — forcing women
to place priority on domestic responsibilities over their professional ambitions (Ascher,
2012). This phenomenon persists as a dominant framework of modern society where women
are expected to balance occupational demands with household obligations, often at the
expense of their entrepreneurial ambitions. Numerous empirical studies underscore how
women’s entrepreneurial decisions are frequently shaped by familial considerations and
embedded in the broader context of the family’s well-being (Brush et al., 2018; Jennings and
Brush, 2013; Tur-Porcar, Mas-Tur, and Belso, 2016). The double burden restricts women’s
ability to dedicate time to their ambitions, subsequently diminishing their chances of
receiving additional support and resources in areas where men excel because they have no
additional burdens (Ascher, 2012). While the expectations and cultural norms are
particularly pronounced in developing nations, they continue to influence women’s
trajectories across all countries, demonstrating the progress in gender equality does not
inherently translate to greater entrepreneurial participation (Sarfaraz, Faghih, and Majd,
2014). This demonstrates the need to not only address structural inequalities, but also to
challenge the deeply ingrained societal norms that continue to limit women’s full

participation in entrepreneurship — regardless of geographic or economic context.

Furthermore, the double burden — encompassing both professional entrepreneurial pursuits

and domestic labour —not only constrains women’s time allocation but also exerts significant
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psychological tolls. As women disproportionately shoulder household responsibilities
alongside their entrepreneurial ventures, their capacity for self-care, leisure, and personal
development is markedly diminished (Uebbing et al., 2024). The fear of failure looms large
in this context, as women entrepreneurs navigate the dual pressures of sustaining their
ventures and fulfilling domestic roles. With significant pressures from familial duties,
ecosystem actors, and other key players, women are often faced with imposter syndrome,
questioning whether or not they are fit to run a business or be present within an industry
(Agarwal et al., 2021). This phenomenon is not an isolated trend but a widespread epidemic,
reflecting deeper structural inequities in the global entrepreneurial landscape. Alarmingly,
global data reveals an upward trend in the fear of failure among female entrepreneurs,
limiting startup activity for women across the world (GEM, 2023b). The trend not only
reflects individual shortcomings but rather the cumulative psychological toll of systemic
barriers which come to a point, disproportionately sabotaging women’s entreprencurial

confidence before ventures even begin.

2.2.4 Policy Failures

Women entrepreneurs operate in a system that was never built for them. From access to
funding to networking opportunities, many policies and institutional structures assume a
"default male" founder — someone with an uninterrupted career path, access to male-
dominated investor networks, and minimal domestic responsibilities. When local
governments are perceived positively, it often reflects policies that cater to this traditional
entrepreneur, leaving women at a disadvantage (Berger and Kuckertz, 2016). Female
entrepreneurship often thrives when local governments are not seen as supportive because
women depend heavily on alternative networks and solutions which they have created and
cater to themselves (Berger and Kuckertz, 2016). These government policies which are so
frequently gendered, emerge as a result of men’s historical and ongoing dominance in
positions of power. Society is formed on outdated and historically traditional gender norms
of masculinity and femininity (Brush et al., 2018), which are continuing to hinder women’s

abilities to enter male-dominated fields, such as entrepreneurship.

For example, if bank loans pose a high financial risk for the founder themselves or their

family, women will turn to rely heavily on external financing, which — as discussed above —
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could conflict with investor expectations for quick returns, given women’s more cautious
approach to business (Ascher, 2012). Such misaligned expectations not only disregard
women’s entrepreneurial strategies but also reinforce systemic barriers, reflecting how male
orientated policies fail to accommodate the realities faced by women entrepreneurs.
Research about female entrepreneurs consistently advocated for policy reforms, including
labour market equality, family orientated tax structures, and the dismantling of gendered
policy frameworks which put women at a disadvantage (Brush et al., 2018). Ultimately,
policies are failing as entrepreneurship is growing and policy makers should perceive female
entrepreneurs as a differentiated group requiring tailored interventions, rather than forcing

conformity to systems designed for “traditional” men (Ascher, 2012).

2.2.5 Stereotyping as an Overarching Theme

While each systemic barrier — financial exclusion, network exclusion, sociocultural
expectations, and policy failures — is unique, they have a thread of commonality:
stereotyping. Historically male-dominated societal structures have permeated the modern
era, shaping an entrepreneurial landscape where women are judged by masculine norms
rather than having a set of their own merits (Poggesi, Mari, and De Vita, 2015). This bias
manifests in pervasive scepticism and questioning, as female entrepreneurs are often not
taken seriously, with their competence being questioned by investors, peers, policies, and
institutions (Uebbing et al., 2024). The male default paradigm forces women into picking
the lesser of two evils: they are either measured against male benchmarks or confined to
feminized sectors deemed less innovative or scalable by key stakeholders (Poggesi, Mari,
and De Vita, 2015). Eventually, when women internalize societal doubts, they will avoid
high growth sectors or external financing, further reinforcing the stereotype that women lack
ambition (Uebbing et al., 2024). True equality in entrepreneurship requires addressing
stereotypes at their core. Until this issue is addressed, progress in entrepreneurship as a

gendered phenomenon will remain superficial rather than transformational.
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2.3 Overcoming Barriers

Almost 50 years has passed since researchers began to publish about female
entrepreneurship (Jennings and Brush, 2013). Since then, a significant portion of research
explores and establishes the systemic barriers women face in entrepreneurial ecosystems.
However, few studies examine how women navigate these barriers and what strategies they
employ to succeed in male-dominated fields. Most existing literature comes from the past 5

years and identifies several key strategies used by female entrepreneurs.

Firstly, women leaders balance openness with risk management — bringing innovative ideas
to market while mitigating risks in uncertain environments. Lapuente and Suzuki (2020)
found that female entrepreneurs exhibit a stronger “pro-innovation” mindset than male
counterparts, allowing women to generate unique ideas to stand out in saturated markets.
Furthermore, women rely heavily on social capital, building strong networks through
professional associations or family ties — allowing them to overcome informational gaps,

access resources, and gaining legitimacy in the entrepreneurial ecosystem (Mucollari, 2024).

A key implication of women’s reliance on extensive social capital is that female founders
may be more inclined to co-found ventures rather than go solo. Evidence from technology
firms shows that only 13% of firms with women on the founding board were founded by
solo entrepreneurs compared to the 33% of firms founded by a solo male entrepreneur
(Woolley, 2019). This drastic jump indicates how reliant women founders are on social
capital, leading them to be significantly more likely to collaborate in founding teams. The
pattern likely reflects the strategic advantage of pooling diverse networks, trust relations,
and resources that single women entrepreneurs often lack, especially given persistent

funding and legitimacy gaps in entrepreneurial ecosystems.

However, strategies are not one size fits all. Cultural and structural differences — such as
power distance, individualism, and gender norms — equate differences in successful
approaches per country (Schiinemann, 2020). This can be seen when female entrepreneurs
prioritize social impact alongside profit, driving innovation in sectors that address
community needs and challenge traditional gender roles (Mucollari, 2024). Women’s dual
focus allows them to carve out niches in industries where their ventures will create both
economic and societal value, effectively pushing back against stereotyping and building their

SuUCCcesS.
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Over the past five decades, research on female entrepreneurship has shifted from only
identifying systemic barriers to beginning to uncover the adaptive strategies women use to
thrive in male-dominated fields. The emerging literature highlights women's ability to
balance innovation with risk management, leverage social capital, and adapt approaches
across various cultural contexts — all while pursuing both profit and social impact. However,
research on these adaptive strategies remains limited and geographically uneven. As women
continue to carve out entrepreneurial spaces in male-dominated fields, deeper investigation
is needed into how their context-specific strategies challenge structural inequalities and

reshape entrepreneurial ecosystems.
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3 Methodology

This study employs a qualitative, exploratory approach to examine the strategies female
founders employ in gender constrained settings. Qualitative methods are uniquely suited to
thematic research, as they prioritize depth, context, and subjective experiences (Busetto,
Wick, and Gumbinger, 2020) — enabling a nuanced understanding of how women navigate
systemic barriers. Semi-structured interviews will guide the findings, offering flexibility to
explore the participants’ lived experiences while maintaining focus on key themes and ideas.
The qualitative approach is appropriate for this investigation, facilitating for an exploratory
focus not based on testing a hypothesis, but uncovering strategies utilized by female
entrepreneurs. These methods enable the emergence of the minimally documented strategies
and adaptive approaches developed and used by female entrepreneurs. Crucially, the
participant centred research design empowers women to articulate experiences in their own
words, challenging dominant masculinized narratives prevalent within entrepreneurial
research. By focusing the research on women’s perspectives, this study provides a nuanced
understanding of female entrepreneurship, addressing a gap that is insufficiently explored

and represented in current literature.

3.1 Research Design

This study is crafted to examine the lived experiences of female entrepreneurs in gender
constrained environments. Centring around six semi-structured interviews, the methodology
aims to capture lived experiences, prioritizing depth over breadth through intensive,
conversation-like interviews which reveal how participants interpret their own unique
entrepreneurial journeys. Participants in these interviews were selected based on the

following criteria:
e Diversity across industries AND venture stages
e Active engagement in Finland’s entrepreneurial ecosystems

e Demonstrated experience navigating systemic barriers
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e Founder/co-founder of a registered business OR relevant experience in Finland’s

entrepreneurial ecosystems
e NOT “self-employed” or “free-lancing” (see above point)

The selection criteria is designed to balance comparability with strategic diversity, enabling
robust thematic analysis while capturing subtle variance in experience. By including female
entrepreneurs who have faced similar systemic constraints, the study establishes a
foundation for identifying coherent patterns in leadership strategies across shared gendered
challenges. Furthermore, deliberate variation across industries and venture stages introduces
differentiation between universal resilience and context or industry specific adaptations. The
resulting framework facilitates efficient identification of both dominant themes and relevant
exceptions, yielding insights into how female entrepreneurs navigate constraints through

both consistent and adaptive leadership approaches.

The study's sample size of six participants follows typical qualitative research conventions
where depth of insight takes precedence over large sample groups (Hennink, and Kaiser,
2021). This range permits a comprehensive case orientated analysis while remaining
manageable with the selected methodologies. Additionally, it accommodates potential
participant attrition without compromising data richness or the study’s exploratory nature.
By combining systematic participant selection with phenomenon informed interviewing, this
study generated contextually grounded findings with transferable insights about gendered
constraint navigation. The geographical focus — Finland — provides a distinctive ecosystem
lens while also contributing to current global trends moving towards inclusive
entrepreneurship. This approach not only addresses current knowledge gaps but models an
alternative research paradigm centring on women’s personal experiences in the

entrepreneurial landscape.

3.1.1 Interviewee Demographics

While pseudonyms and generalized descriptors are utilized to preserve anonymity, the table
below highlights key variables relevant to the scope of this study. The participants
represented a range of ages, venture stages, and industries, aligning with the selection criteria

provided in the section above. This diversity allows for identification of patterns across
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various contexts and an understanding of industry specific adaptations versus universally

applicable findings.

Table 1. Participant Characteristics

Age (years) Current position Industry Venture Stage Team size*
31-40 CEO Recruitment Early 1-3
31-40 COO Recruitment Early 1-3
41-50 Co-Founder Data Infrastructure Established 10-50
21-30 Founder Technology Early 10-50
41-50 Co-CEO Finance Established 100-150
21-30 Founder Creative Growth 10-50

* Team size refers to full-time equivalent employees at the time of the interview.

3.2 Data Collection

Potential participants were identified and recruited through a combination of targeted
outreach within Finland’s entrepreneurial networks, referrals from existing personal
contacts, and engagement with industry-specific online communities. Connections were
primarily established via LinkedIn, where interviewees were individually messaged with a
brief introduction and an outline of the research purpose. This approach ensured that
participants were well-informed about the study and able to provide informed consent prior

to scheduling interviews.

When scheduling the interview, participants receive a PDF guide outlining the key
discussion topics and principles of the study (see appendix 1). The preparatory document
serves a multitude of purposes: it allows participants to reflect on their entrepreneurial
experiences beforehand, leading to richer, more complex responses during the interview
itself. Additionally, by communicating the research focus areas a second time, the document
ensures participants can make an informed decision regarding their involvement, including
the option to withdraw if the proposed topics are found to be uncomfortable or unsuitable.
This approach aligns with ethical research practices while enhancing data quality, limiting

surface level responses, and providing higher quality data.

The interviews also follow a funnel structure, beginning with broad questions about a
participant’s entrepreneurial journey before narrowing to focused discussions regarding

navigating systemic barriers in entrepreneurial ecosystems. Conversations then conclude
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with reflective synthesis, inviting participants to give suggestions and articulate key lessons
from their experiences. However, the semi-structured nature also allows for a more
conversational flow and further probing questions to be asked on a case-by-case basis. This
adaptive approach ensures interviews remain conversational while maintaining

methodological coherence across all cases.

To capture the full depth of these interviews, all conversations are audio-recorded (with
participant consent), then later transcribed verbatim. The transcripts form the primary data
set, supplemented by researcher memos documenting contextual observations and analytical
reflections. This dual phase approach — pre-interview preparation and semi-structured
interviews — aims to respect participants time and expertise while generating data that
reflects both considered and immediate perspectives. Together, the components of this
methodology support rigorous thematic analysis while honouring the uniqueness of each
participants' lived experiences. The approach not only yields rich, complex data but also
models participant-centred research practices prioritizing depth, ethics, and the authentic

representation of women's entrepreneurial expertise.

3.3 Data Analysis

To analyse the primary data source — interview transcriptions —a coding process was utilized
to systematically examine and identify patterns and themes. This method is well-suited for
exploratory research, as it allows for both inductive and deductive coding, ensuring a
rigorous yet flexible analysis process (Zhang and Wildemuth, 2009). The coding process, as
detailed below, describes how the vast amounts of data were tackled in a systematic way,

ensuring no themes or connections were overlooked.

1. Familiarization: interview transcripts are reviewed multiple times to ensure

immersion in the data.

2. Coding: open coding is applied to label key concepts, behaviours, and experiences,

capturing both explicit and implicit meaning in participants’ responses.

3. Theme development: codes are grouped into broader themes, refining categories
based on their relevance to the research questions (e.g., gendered barriers, adaptive

leadership, stark differences).
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4. Review and refinement: themes are critically assessed for internal coherence and

distinctiveness.

5. Interpretation and synthesis: final themes are analysed in relation to existing

literature, generating insights into how female entrepreneurs navigate constraints.

While coding and theme identification are typically conducted before addressing the primary
data source, this approach was chosen to allow the themes to become apparent instead of
developing assumptions beforehand. This structured yet adaptive approach ensures that
findings are empirically grounded while allowing for the emergence of novel, context-
specific strategies. Thematic analysis not only highlights common patterns but also preserves
the nuanced, individual experiences of female entrepreneurs, aligning with the participant-

centred design.
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4 Findings

The goal of this research was to understand how women navigate entrepreneurial spaces
historically shaped by masculine norms, and how they interpret their own identities,
leadership, and networks within that context. Theme identification revealed four
interconnected areas: leadership styles, personality and perspectives, social foundations, and
upbringing and self-perception. While each theme stands on its own, they also interact with
one another, highlighting the complex, often contradictory pressures women face and the

strategies they adopt to navigate and succeed in entrepreneurial environments.

Rather than merely identifying external barriers such as funding gaps or work-life imbalance,
this research brings deeper psychological and cultural layers to light. The insights reveal not
only the persistence and creativity of female founders, but the identity work they
continuously perform to challenge dominant entrepreneurial narratives. Together, these
findings present a more holistic and human-centred view of entrepreneurship that goes
beyond economics to include emotional labour, social validation, and internal

transformation.

4.1 Leadership Styles

The traditional entrepreneurial narrative glorifies the lone visionary founder — charismatic,
decisive, and hierarchical. Yet, women are moving to disrupt this model, replacing it with a
leadership style that is transformational, collaborative, and deeply human-centred. “You
cannot paint everybody with the same paintbrush” as mentioned by one participant,
highlighting her ability to adapt and “pivot ... management styles to the way a person wants
to be managed.” Their approach challenges the myth that successful startups require rigid
top-down control, proving instead that empowerment, shared vision, and emotional
intelligence can drive innovation and resilience. It is no longer “my way or the highway” as
numerous participants mentioned, founders are now focusing on developing a democratic
narrative, redistributing power entirely, and resisting the Silicon Valley trope of an all-
knowing founder. These strategies are particularly relevant in male-dominated fields — such

as deep tech or finance — where being able to “read the room” can allow female founders to
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redefine their strategy on the spot. However, two of the participants mentioned the issues
they continuously see arise when founders “assume things from silences that don’t actually
exist.” One participant described this analysis as a “balancing act” in which founders must
understand not everything has a hidden meaning. Stereotypically, female founders fall victim
to this mindset, allowing themselves to become overly self-critical and hesitant. This
tendency can hinder decision making and dilute confidence, especially in environments

where decisiveness and assertive leadership is expected.

The awareness of this pattern provides an opportunity: by learning to distinguish between
constructive reflection and unproductive doubt, women founders are embracing their
emotional acuity without being ruled by it. A new entrepreneurial ethos emerges from these
women-led ventures, reflecting a nuanced understanding of power — not as dominance, but
as influence; not as control, but as co-creation. This shift is not only benefiting individual
startups, it is laying the groundwork for a more inclusive and sustainable entrepreneurial
ecosystem — one that is no longer dominated by stereotypical hierarchies and actively

encourages further entreprencurial engagement across the ecosystem.

4.2 Personality and Perspectives

One of the most discussed strategies among participants was the notion “grit.” Loosely
defined as the combination of perseverance, confidence, and character strength — grit
emerged as the most universally applicable tool women founders relied upon. Grit is not
simply about persistence, rather it represents the capacity to push through adversity with an
unwavering sense of purpose, even in environments where participants were implicitly or
explicitly unwelcome. One participant described the mindset as the ability to internalize the
inevitable anxiety regarding a specific situation, emphasizing that regardless of how
intimidating an environment may be, showing up, persevering, and refusing to let fear dictate
decisions is essential. However, throughout the interviews grit was described in many ways
—ranging anywhere from “resilience and confidence” to “independence” and “adaptability”
— therefore making the characteristic the most universal tool and characteristic for female

founders to overcome barriers.

This mental resilience also involves the intentional detachment from discrimination and bias

female founders consistently face. Several participants cited they consciously choose not to
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interpret certain situations and interactions as discriminatory. As one participant pointed out,
had a man been placed in the same position, he would have “called bullshit immediately.”
Instead of absorbing discriminatory behaviour as a failure, women learned to utilize these
moments as external challenges to be navigated — not as reflections of their own worth. One
founder articulated this clearly: “it’s so important I [can] distance myself from things ... it’s
a company, not my soul.” This ability to persevere and not take discriminatory behaviour
personally speaks to a broader theme echoed by every single participant: women must work
“twice as hard” to prove themselves. In choosing grit, women founders adopt a strategy of
quiet resistance — continuing to perform, excel, and lead not because the playing field is

level, but precisely because it is not.

4.3 Social Foundation

Almost every single female founder interviewed had a story of discrimination or hardship.
While female founders often choose to overlook the minor incidents, as described above,
every participant recounted a significant moment where their skills were doubted, their
contributions dismissed, or opportunities were unequally distributed. In one instance, a
participant recalled how, in her early funding journey, a trusted advisor attempted to

appropriate her business concept. As she described it:

13

. one of my advisors tried to hijack my [business] concept. He had my
monetization model, he had my pitch deck, he had all of the information about
me and then he told me that he already had a team ready to shoot this out the
next day if he could. When I reported this ... [no one] took me seriously. And
it made me wonder, is that because I’'m not a guy? ... It really made me
question me as a person, was I not enough for them to listen to? [ don’t know.”

Each participant revealed situations similar to this, often describing the lasting impacts,
reinforcing internal doubts and contributing to mental barriers which then had to be

consciously overcome.

In discussing how participants navigated these challenges, every participant emphasized the
immense value of networks and communities. Whether through formal entrepreneurial
focused organizations, mentorship connections, or informal peer networks, these groups
offer both emotional reinforcement and practical guidance. Founders who lacked official

networks and support systems stressed the importance and strong desire for them,
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underscoring how vital it is to share experiences with others who have faced similar
challenges. As one participant reflected, “if I had a safe space ... or felt as though I could go
somewhere for support and advice, I would have gone — but I’ve never had that.” These
networks not only provide a sense of belonging, but a secure space for female entrepreneurs
to validate their experiences, regain confidence, and introduce alternative perspectives of

peers with relevant expertise.

However, two participants countered this notion, highlighting a difficult but important
reality: that envy and competition among women can sometimes erode the very sense of
community that many founders work so hard to foster. She noted that “there is a lot of
positivity in female [entrepreneurship], ... but one of the really negative things is the envy
that women bring to the workplace and a lack of self-discipline.” Instead of reinforcing
solidarity and mutual growth, this dynamic can create rifts in the very networks intended to
empower and uplift. While such tensions do exist and can hinder progress, they are not
universal; many women continue to actively uplift one another, reinforcing the powerful
potential of community when it is built on empathy, mutual respect, and a shared

commitment to collective success.

Supporting this principle of relational strength was the role of the co-founder dynamic — a
central relationship characterized by the entrepreneurial venture and, according to
participants, critical to its success. Each participant mentioned the importance in their co-
founder dynamic, often identifying it as a key factor in their ability to overcome barriers.
One participant described the dynamic as “the yin to my yang,” referencing the stark
differences in personalities and approach to problems between herself and her co-founder.
Rather than seeing problems through the same lens, the ability to approach challenges from
different angles and harness those differences contributed to the resilience and collective
success of the entrepreneurial venture. Participants also emphasized that maintaining a
healthy and effective co-founder relationship required intentional communication. As one
founder explained, success depended on creating an environment “where you can say
anything you need and want directly to [your co-founders].” In this way, the co-founder
dynamic itself has become a core part of the support network — demonstrating how even one
strong connection can provide the encouragement, balance, and support needed to persist in

the face of the numerous challenges female entrepreneurs face.
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4.4 Upbring and Self-perception

One of the most contested topics to emerge from the interviews was whether or not to “play
into being a woman” within entrepreneurial settings. For some participants, embracing their
identity was empowering, utilizing it to differentiate themselves, challenge norms, and lead
with qualities often underrepresented in entrepreneurial ecosystems. “[Women] need to be
bold about it, pave the way for others. Do it because you’re a woman, talk like a woman, act
like a woman, just be yourself,” one participant noted when asked about how they approach
the stereotypes. Conversely, other participants expressed discomfort with the idea of
leveraging gender, viewing it as potentially counterproductive in male-dominated fields.
These founders often felt that adopting traditionally masculine traits — such as assertiveness,
emotional restraint, and decisiveness — was necessary in order to be taken seriously. From
their standpoint, visibly embracing feminine traits risked reinforcing negative stereotypes.
As one founder put it, doing so could “give [people] an excuse to deny you because ... you’re

too emotional or just because you’re a woman.”

Building on this tension around gendered leadership traits was the recurring theme of
empathy and its perceived value within entrepreneurial ecosystems. Several participants
described empathy not as a soft skill, but a strategic advantage — one participant highlighted
the skill as a “superpower” which men are not as adept at. Empathy enabled female founders
to build stronger relationships, anticipate stakeholder’s desires, and manage teams with
emotional intelligence and authenticity. In contrast to stereotypical hard leadership traits
often celebrated in entrepreneurial spaces, the participant framed emotional awareness not
as a weakness, but a distinguishing strength that contributed to success. As one founder
explained, “empathy ... is such a huge topic and comes into practice all the time. I think if

you are serious about being a manager ... [empathy] should be a core skill.”

Contrarily, other participants viewed this emotional intelligence as a weakness that they
therefore did not employ. In their view, playing into typical feminine traits would make them
an easy target for discrimination and unnecessary questioning — offering what they perceived
as a clear point of weakness in comparison to their male counterparts. In the words of one
interviewee: “[You] can’t be overly understanding because it’s a workplace. This is one of

the key problems in Finnish organizations, that people understand a little bit too much ...
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There needs to be self-responsibility to some extent [and] this self-responsibility aspect is

something that over empathization takes away.”

There was no clear consensus: the topic often sparked hesitation, reflection, and even
contradiction within individual interviews. Most importantly, one participant centred on the
idea that the problem was not always rooted in male behaviour, but how women are raised
from an early age. This participant noted the conditioning women face from a young age,
eventually caused them to doubt themselves, minimize their strengths, and focus on “being
quiet.” This perspective highlights the role of social conditioning: the process by which
individuals internalize the norms, values, and expectations of society around them. As
identified by the founder, many women are subtly taught to prioritize traits like politeness,
emotional sensitivity, and humility from a young age, while being discouraged from
behaviours associated with traditional masculinity like assertiveness, ambition, or self-
promotion.

“[Women] are raised by other women — our mothers and the schools — where

we are put in a mould, where we girls are supposed to be nice and quiet. And

boys can be boys. Which means that boys are allowed to make mistakes. They

are expected to make mistakes and learn. But we women expect our daughters
to be perfect. And before they are perfect, they need to be quiet and humble.”

For female entrepreneurs, this manifests as self-doubt or imposter syndrome and the
overwhelming feeling of being out of place. The contrasting opinions shared by participants
— some viewing empathy and femininity as strengths and others viewing the traits as a
liability — can be understood as differing responses to this same conditioning. Those who
embraced traditionally feminine traits often did so as a conscious act of resistance, seeking
to redefine what leadership can look like. Others, however, internalized the belief that
success requires aligning with male-coded norms such as emotional detachment and

decisiveness, viewing femininity as a potential weakness in competitive environments.

Crucially, these internalized expectations do not exist in isolation, they interact with external
structures and biases that continue to define leadership with a gendered lens. The self-doubt,
hesitation, and conflict expressed by many participants cannot be separated from the broader
cultural narratives that have long positioned women as less suited to positions of authority.
In this sense, the interviews reflect more than just individual preference, they reveal the
enduring impact of social conditioning on how women see themselves, how they believe

they are seen by others, and how they choose to lead.
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5 Discussion

This research not only confirms but complicates the existing literature on female
entrepreneurship. By adding depth and insight through female founders’ lived experiences,
further conclusions can be drawn between the barriers faced and how they are overcome. As
previous studies have demonstrated (Agarwal et al., 2021; Ascher, 2012; Jennings and
Brush, 2013; Tur-Porcar, Mas-Tur, and Belso, 2016; Uebbing et al., 2024), systemic barriers
— ranging from financial and network exclusion to sociocultural expectations and gendered
policy failures — are crucial factors limiting women’s full participation in entrepreneurial
ecosystems. However, this study finds that the barriers are not only externally imposed by
male-dominated systems but internally exacerbated by the ways women are conditioned to
perceive themselves — often resulting from the traditional patriarchal society females are
raised in. This reflects a less explored dimension of entrepreneurial inequality: one that is
culturally ingrained, socially reinforced, and often internalized before a woman even enters

the entrepreneurial ecosystem.

5.1 Interpreting Themes

The emerging themes of this research not only point to the barriers women entrepreneurs
continuously face, but to the identity work they must continually perform in navigating these
barriers. Rather than the previously stated constraints existing in isolation, they are
fundamentally relational and psychological — woven into women’s self-perception,
leadership approaches, and overall success. These findings offer a deeper layer of
understanding and connection to existing literature, expanding it by revealing how these
barriers shape and are shaped by personality, perseverance, and the evolving definitions of

leadership.
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Sociocultural Expectations
Empathy

; Network Creation
Network Exclusion

Co-Founder Dynamic

Grit

Financial Exclusion .
Innovation

Transformational Leadership

Policy Failures

Self Perception
N - /

Early Social Conditioning

Figure 1. Complex connections between systemic barriers and adaptive strategies employed

by women entrepreneurs as identified in this study

One key finding was the central role of social networks and support systems in sustaining
female founders, particularly in the absence of systemic equity. Whether through formal
accelerators, peer mentorship, or co-founder relationships, participants described networks
as essential for emotional validation, guidance, and a sense of belonging. Those without
access to these networks spoke of the isolation they felt, underscoring how vital shared
experiences are to entrepreneurial success. This finding is reinforced by Brush et al. (2018),
who emphasize the importance of networking in entrepreneurial ecosystems, no matter an
individual’s gender orientation. Similarly, Ascher (2012) and Agrawal et al. (2021) support
the principle of social capital being foundational for women entrepreneurs, especially in
male-dominated fields. Beyond tangible support, these networks act as a psychological
buffer, offering spaces where women can safely discuss insecurities, combat imposter

syndrome, and hear strategies from other founders facing parallel constraints.

Another key theme was the active redefinition of leadership among female entrepreneurs.
Rather than conform to the dominant, authoritative model of a traditional startup founder,
many participants articulated a vision of leadership that was collaborative, emotionally
intelligent, and power-sharing. “It is my duty to make sure that everybody gets heard and to
make sure that everybody feels included,” one participant mentioned, while illustrating the
importance of moving away from authoritative leadership models. This directly contrasts
with the mixed findings of Poggesi, Mari, and De Vita (2015), who present two diverging

perspectives on female entrepreneurs’ leadership styles. On one hand, they suggest that
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women tend to lead through informal, relational approaches, while on the other, they argue
that gender does not significantly influence leadership style, and entrepreneurs themselves

reinforce gendered assumptions.

However, other research confirms that female entrepreneurs often lead into alternative
frameworks, valuing new ideas and change (Lapuente and Suzuki, 2020). Participants in this
study not only adopted these practices — they saw the progressive leadership styles as
competitive advantages in fields where traditional forms of leadership were unsuitable.
These alternative approaches closely align with the principles of transformational leadership,
which emphasizes the importance of collaboration, emotional intelligence, and
individualized consideration (Kenneth, 2019). By fostering inclusive environments and
encouraging the co-creation of vision and values, participants illustrated transformational
traits that prioritize long-term growth and personal development over hierarchical control.
This directly supports findings by Esteves et al. (2024), who argues transformational leaders
in early-stage entrepreneurial ventures enhance innovation and organizational performance
in dynamic settings, such as entrepreneurial ecosystems. Thus, rather than simply rejecting
traditional leadership models which characterize the existing ecosystems, these female
entrepreneurs are actively shaping new paradigms of leadership, reflecting both personal

values and effective entrepreneurial strategies.

While external discrimination was a shared experience among participants, many reflected
that some of the most difficult obstacles came from within — often shaped by gendered
upbring and the stereotypical structure of modern society, as noted by one participant. This
internalized self-doubt reflects what Uebbing et al. (2024) describes as the psychological toll
of systemic exclusion, typically formulating through imposter syndrome, fear of failure, and
aneed for validation in the absence of broader societal affirmation — as illustrated throughout
the interviews. While some of the existing literature (Uebbing et al., 2024) acknowledges
the social pressures and gendered expectations society places on women, there is limited
exploration on how these forces shape women’s self-image, particularly when ingrained
from a young age. This study expands that conversation as the interviews were permeated
with early social conditioning — not just workplace discrimination — which typically

characterized the interviewees responses.



32

5.2 Practical Implications

The findings of this study hold numerous implications for entrepreneurial ecosystems,
education systems, gender equity initiatives, government support systems, and so many
others. Rather than reinforce the narrative of deficiency, the insights emphasize the need to
restructure how entrepreneurship is approached, supported, and measured — not only for
women, but for the benefit of the broader entrepreneurial ecosystem. As female
entrepreneurs flourish, so will the rest of the ecosystem (GEM, 2023b), therefore

establishing the need for female founders, business owners, and overall success stories.

Given the centrality of social networks and social capital to women entrepreneurs’ success,
entrepreneurial incubators, accelerators, and other relevant support systems must go beyond
traditional viewpoints and training models. Support systems must actively cultivate peer-
learning environments, female-based mentorship, and women specific cohorts where
founders can share vulnerabilities, build resilience, and validate their experiences. As
indicated by multiple participants and Germann et al. (2023), sharing experiences with
similar people — women to women groups — not only helps women persist, but significantly
improves their confidence, adaptability, and contributes to higher chances of success. One
participant, recognizing the absence of such a network in her own journey, is now actively
working to build a community for women founders — a space she herself lacked but sees as
vital for the coming generations of entrepreneurs. The importance of prioritizing community
building and emotional reinforcement cannot be overemphasized for organizations aiming

to retain and scale women-led startups and businesses.

Ultimately, the biggest application of this research is the need for societal restructuring. The
most frequently occurring struggle for female entrepreneurs is the mental hurdles they face
— self doubt, hesitancy, fear of failure — which are not only workplace and ecosystem
byproducts but stem from socialization patterns and early conditioning. Women are taught
from a young age to conform to a socially accepted version of femininity — avoid taking
risks, be reserved, and be agreeable rather than authoritative — confinements which are then
following women into their professional working lives and stifling their ambition
(Spangsdorf, Ryan, and Kirby, 2023). This highlights the importance of intervening early to
deconstruct gendered assumptions about leadership, ambition, and failure. Society must

restructure itself to accept different leadership models and variations of success — no longer
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classifying and favouring characteristics as feminine or masculine. Programs targeted at girls
and young women should normalize risk-taking, decision-making, and entrepreneurial
thinking from a young age. These interventions need to go beyond surface-level
empowerment rhetoric and instead tackle the root psychological scripts that restrict

confidence and ambition in young women.

From a policy perspective, Finland — the ecosystem lens of this study — is well positioned to
take a leading role in fostering a more inclusive entrepreneurial ecosystem through targeted
reforms. Public funding mechanisms and state-backed VC should move to incorporate
gender-responsive criteria, ensuring equitable access to financial resources. Within the
education system, entrepreneurial thinking, risk-taking, and leadership development should
be embedded from an early stage, therefore, normalizing innovation and ambition as non-
gendered traits. Policy should incentivize private investors and support organizations to
recognize and reward diverse models of entrepreneurial leadership, rather than privileging
the existing narrow, growth-centric archetypes. Collectively, these measures would not only
broaden opportunities for women entrepreneurs but also strengthen Finland’s overall

competitiveness within the global innovation economy.

The findings are timely and significant in challenging the myth that entrepreneurship is
gender neutral. They expose how internalized narratives — often formed in early life — impact
women’s participation and perception of their own capabilities in entrepreneurship. By
reimagining how leadership is defined and what success looks like, this research offers a
blueprint for building more inclusive, sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems. Supporting
women in entrepreneurship is not only about representation, it is about reshaping the systems

and expectations which currently limit potential.

5.3 Future Research Directions

While this study provides important insight into women entrepreneurs’ lived experiences,
further research should continue to explore the psychological and developmental
foundations that shape female entrepreneurs’ identity. Many existing studies presented in
this research explore external barriers — lack of access to capital or sociocultural expectations
like the double burden — however, this research highlights the need to examine internalized

beliefs, early social conditioning, and how these factors influence behaviour, decision-
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making, and leadership styles. More extensive studies could explore gender role
socialization and the formation of entrepreneurial self-efficacy, as called for by Perez-
Quintana et al. (2017). Additionally, further inquiry into co-founder dynamics, emotional
labour, and the informal support networks women create could provide a more nuanced
understanding of how businesses are sustained in practice. Cross-cultural or geographic
comparisons would also be valuable in determining how much of this conditioning is
culturally specific versus universally accepted. Ultimately, future research should not only
broaden the scope of inquiry but deepen the understanding of how identity, emotion, and

environmental conditions intersect to shape the trajectories of women in entrepreneurship.

5.4 Limitations

Although this study sheds light on the experience of women entrepreneurs, it is important to
acknowledge certain limitations which affect the scope and applicability of the findings.
Firstly, the qualitative and conversational nature of the interviews are completely self-
reported, therefore, are subjective to each participants perspectives and may not be

applicable across all entrepreneurial contexts.

Furthermore, the sample size was relatively small and homogenous, consisting of women
who had already achieved a certain level of entrepreneurial success as they are well known
in the Finnish entrepreneurial ecosystems. This creates two limitations: one related to
geographic distribution and the other to stage of entrepreneurial development.
Geographically, most of the participants are located in the greater Helsinki region due to the
higher chance of success in this area because of available resources. Therefore, the findings
may not accurately represent the entirety of Finland’s startup ecosystem. In addition, the
findings may not fully capture the experiences of aspiring entrepreneurs, women in the
grassroots stage of business development, or those who have exited ventures due to systemic
challenges. This can also be seen in the differences between startup founders who composed
the entirety of this study and small business owners who may not face similar challenges but

are still classified as entrepreneurs.

The most important limitation to note is the applicability of gender role orientation (GRO)
which is not explicitly measured or controlled in this study. GRO — how individuals align

themselves with traditionally masculine or feminine traits regardless of biological sex
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(Perez-Quintana et al., 2017) — can deeply shape perceptions of various entrepreneurial
qualities. Existing literature explored the connections between GRO and entrepreneurial
intention, stating how individuals view themselves has a significant impact on their attitude
toward entrepreneurship (Langham et al., 2022; Perez-Quintana et al., 2017). In this study,
each participant self-identified as a woman, however the findings cannot fully account for

how individual variations in identity may have influenced responses.

5.5 Conclusion

This study has examined how female entrepreneurs navigate systemic barriers within
Finland’s entrepreneurial ecosystem. Through a blend of literature analysis and in-depth
interviews, it has become clear that while external barriers such as financial exclusion,
network bias, and policy failures continue to hinder women’s progress, the most enduring
constraints often stem from internalized beliefs shaped by gendered social conditioning.
These deeply ingrained narratives affect not only how women perceive themselves but how
they lead, make decisions, and view their right to occupy entrepreneurial space. Despite the
extensive challenges, female entrepreneurs demonstrate resilience through adaptive
leadership strategies grounded in collaboration, empathy, and emotional intelligence. Many
participants articulated a conscious redefinition of what it means to lead — rejecting dominant

masculine norms in favour of more inclusive and heart-centred approaches.

The conclusions of this research do not aim to simply critique current systems, but rather
they call for a reframing of society’s traditional masculine entrepreneurial archetype. It is
apparent that innovation is not bound to a single model, and that entrepreneurial excellence
can — and should — take many forms. These findings challenge the myth of gender-neutral
entrepreneurship and call for a reassessment of the traits, practices, and narratives which are

currently rewarded within startup culture.

Ultimately, true progress will not come from simply including more women in existing
structures, but from reshaping those structures to reflect diverse modes of leadership,
success, and ambition. In this sense, the study itself reflects the gendered entrepreneurial
paradigm: while the study consistently uses traditional and stereotypical entrepreneurial
norms as a benchmark to describes women’s experiences, it simultaneously calls for the

dismantling and restructuring of these very norms. This tension highlights how deeply
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embedded such archetypes are and underscores the need for further research and
development that both acknowledges and unsettles the traditionality. Until entrepreneurship
becomes a space where all identities can thrive without compromise, women’s innovation

will continue to occur not because of the system, but despite it.
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Appendix 1. Interview background sent to participants

Thesis Interview Background
Purpose:

This interview will explore how women navigate and shape entrepreneurship, often in
systems that were not originally designed to include or support them. The conversation will
touch on areas such as leadership, adaptation, innovation under constraint, mentorship, and
systemic change. The interview will be utilized as supportive research in my bachelor’s

thesis.

I am particularly interested in hearing about how your experiences as a woman have
influenced the way you lead, build networks, recognize opportunities, and respond creatively
to resource limitations. The thesis aims to use this interview to explore women’s lived
experiences, I am looking for the way you see the entrepreneurial ecosystem and the

experiences you have had personally.

Interview Topics:

1. General background and entrepreneurial journey

a. What inspired you to start your business

b. Your industry and experience

c. Early-stage challenges and support systems
2. Transformational and adaptive leadership

a. How you motivate teams and adapt to setbacks

b. The role of emotional intelligence and empathy

c. Navigating gender-specific challenges in leadership
3. Mentorship and community building

a. Peer support and mentorship (formal and informal)

b. Gendered differences in network structure and support
4. Entrepreneurial bricolage (creative problem solving)

a. Working with limited resources

b. Innovating through constraints



c. Leveraging underutilized assets
5. Opportunity recognition

a. Identifying gaps or overlooked markets

b. Entering male-dominated sectors

c. Balancing entrepreneurship with societal expectations
6. Policy and systemic barriers

a. Institutional or cultural obstacles

b. Your ideas for effective policy or program support
7. Concluding reflections

a. What you’re proudest of overcoming

b. Advice for others

c. What changes you’d like to see in the entrepreneurial ecosystem

Interview Format:

e Length: Approximately 45-60 minutes

e Location: Online (Microsoft Teams)

e Confidentiality: All responses will be treated with respect and confidentiality. You
may opt to remain anonymous or be attributed by name, depending on your comfort
level (all interview audio will be recorded, so I can go back and review the exact

material)

Thank you for considering this opportunity to share your story and help create more inclusive
and empowering pathways for women in entrepreneurship. Please don’t hesitate to reach out

with any questions or clarifications.
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