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Introduction: the ABCs of women’s
entrepreneurial identity – aspirations,
behaviors and confidence

Patricia G. Greene and Candida G. Brush

I am not one and simple, but complex and many. (Virginia Woolf, 1992: The Waves)

Who am I? This existential question has been central to philosophical pondering
since the actual beginning of philosophy. It is largely a question of personal meaning, and one to which early philosophers brought different ideas. Descartes built
on Plato, purporting that the soul is the answer to personal identity. Later, John
Locke disagreed, maintaining that continuity is the primary issue. His approach
was that one starts with a tabula rasa and is subsequently shaped by experience,
sensations, reflections, and so on. More recently, research regarding identity has
focused on the social aspects, ‘Who am I?’ in reference to something else: groups
(Tajfel, 1978; Tafjel and Turner, 1979) or roles (Stryker, 1980; Stryker and Serpe,
2012).
Our goal for this book is to use a concept of identity to explore ideas related to
entrepreneurial identity for women and their businesses. We believe this is important for two reasons. First, the concept of an entrepreneur has historically been that
of a male, and in essence the role and identity are masculine in image and expected
behavior (Bird and Brush, 2002). Second, the bulk of current research on entrepreneurship generally, and on the topic of identity and individual aspects of entrepreneurs, focuses predominantly on male samples. Some estimate that only 10 percent
of all research in entrepreneurship includes or studies women (Jennings and Brush,
2013). This suggests that both practically and theoretically there is reason to examine entrepreneurial identity for women and their businesses.
However, given the very broad nature and long history of investigation of identity, we overlay another set of entrepreneurial concepts to provide insight into
women’s entrepreneurship. We focus this volume (and associated articles) on three
concepts ‒ aspirations, behaviors and confidence ‒ each related to identity in that
they provide insights into our understanding of women entrepreneurs, their ventures and experiences. We consider aspirations to explore what women want to
create or achieve, behaviors to look at how they create and grow businesses, and
confidence to relate to the ‘why’, considered as their trust in themselves and their
degree of self-assurance. Together, these concepts shape and enhance a woman’s
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identity in the entrepreneurial process. We are joined in this endeavor by a set of
authors who are also curious about identity and women’s entrepreneurship, and
the relationship to aspirations, behaviors and/or confidence.
The pathway for our exploratory journey is to first quite briefly review the notion
of identity in general, what it is and how it is constructed, and then consider the
linkages between identity, aspirations, behavior and confidence. We then move
to entrepreneurial identity and its particular construction, and finally we explore
women’s entrepreneurial identity. This chapter then provides an overview of each
of the chapters in this volume regarding women’s entrepreneurial identity and aspirations, behaviors and confidence. We conclude with thoughts on what we have
learned through this process, and suggestions for future research.

The question of identity
Identity as a topic of inquiry is found in many social science disciplines, with conceptual differences readily evident both across and within these disciplines (Stryker
and Burke, 2000). However, the main approaches include personal identity, social
identity theory (SIT) (Tajfel, 1982) and identity theory (Stryker and Serpe, 2012).

Personal identity
Personal identity generally includes an individual’s attributes and traits, values,
beliefs and bodily attributes, and in some considerations, also their interests
and competencies (Ashforth and Mael, 1989). While it would seem that the
personal at this level would be the starting point for an identity, it can also be
considered as more of an end, or integrative mechanism, coalescing aspects of
group memberships and/or roles (Markus and Nurius, 1986). Personal identity
is also described as under-researched and, we propose more specifically, undertheorized in entrepreneurship. When thinking of the relationship to the field of
entrepreneurship in which attributes and traits were an early point of fascination, we have seen the field largely move beyond these two concepts to other
types of questions.

Social identity theory
On the other hand, social identity theory (SIT) is a fairly well-researched concept
that looks at ‘the group in the individual’ (Hogg and Abrams, 1988: 3). As such, SIT
is a social-psychological perspective which focuses on social categories. These categories are defined by categorization schemas which are determined through what
are seen as the ‘prototypical characteristics’ of the group (Ashford and Mael, 1989;
Turner, 1985). The groups may be based on demographic characteristics such as
race, gender or age. They may also be based on affiliations such as political parties
or religious denominations, and may be perceived positively or negatively in relation to another group (Tajfel, 1982; Hogg et al., 1995).
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The purpose of the group classification is primarily to cognitively segment and thus
provide order to one’s social environment, thereby providing a means of adopting a
self-definition while also providing a systematic means of defining others (Ashforth
and Mael, 1989). Personal attributes are often more consistent, while social identities can be more dynamic as people move in and out of different groups; for
example, move into a different age bracket or stage of life, or change political party.
How social identities are perceived can also be dynamic, changing positively or
negatively in relation or reaction to any particular group (Hogg et al., 1995; Brush
and Gale, 2014).

Identity theory
Role-based identities (mother, architect, entrepreneur, and so on) are at the core
of identity theory (Hogg et al., 1995; Stryker, 1987; Brush and Gale, 2014), a focus
which perhaps more readily accounts for changes in identities (for example, bachelor to husband, or manager to entrepreneur) as individuals change personal identity
characteristics (such as competencies) and also make decisions about relationships,
behaviors, occupations, and so on. Given that we all hold many roles, and therefore
we all belong to a number of groups, each of us has multiple, and potentially overlapping, identities, related to those roles we enact (Meister et al., 2014; Burke and
Reitzes, 1991). This approach again presents identities as cognitive schemas, built
from comparisons with expectations, specifically the perception of expectations
held for each role (Stryker and Burke, 2000). People generally try to enact their
roles in modes and behaviors deemed socially appropriate for specific roles, while
valuing different roles in potentially different ways and for situationally different
contexts (Adler and Adler, 1987; Schneider et al., 1971; Brush and Gale, 2014).
In the management and business literature, work-related identity is an important
element of a personal or social identity. Merton (1957) defines roles as social positions that carry expectations for behaviors and obligations to other actors, ideally to
positively affect both the individual and the organization (Brown, 1979; Hall et al.,
1970; Ashforth and Mael, 1989). At the same time, within organizational behavior,
social identity can be derived from that organization as well as sub-organizational
levels, with an outcome, of course, of multiple identities (see Ashforth and Mael,
1989). Not only does the individual derive a social identity from the organization,
but also the work role that a person holds can guide their action (McCall and
Simmons, 1978). At the same time, while a work role will guide action, the role
identity becomes individualized by the role occupant’s interpretation of that role
(Ibarra, 1999).

Identity construction and durability
Because our interest in identity is prompted by questions of how individuals become
entrepreneurs, or entrepreneurial, this begs the question of how identity is created
or constructed, and how durable it is over time. Identity construction takes place
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through a complex interplay of cognitive, affective and social interactions that are
contextualized (Marková, 1987); identity motives, pressures that move us toward
certain identity states and away from others, help to guide identity construction
(Breakwell, 1988). The motives themselves may vary through time or situation and
may include things such as affinities for self-esteem, continuity, distinctiveness,
as well as belonging or a sense of meaningfulness (Vignoles et al., 2006). Identity
might be considered both as category-based and role-based (for example, a woman
entrepreneur or an African-American student). However, one identity might be
more salient in different situations, such as a classroom, a social group meeting
or other context (Ashforth et al., 2000) such as a professional environment. While
identity construction might start with personal aspects and group membership, the
identity outcome is also largely dependent on the prioritization of those identity
inputs, or the saliency of each individual part, which is considered to be both mutable and dynamic in reaction to social environments (Meister et al., 2014).
One way to look at saliency is through an individual’s level of commitment to the
identity. ‘Commitment shapes identity salience shapes role choice behavior’ (Mead,
in Stryker and Burke, 2000, p. 286). In other words, commitment to a particular role
identity is high if people perceive that many of their important social relationships
are predicated on occupancy of that role (Stryker and Stratham, 1985). The more
strongly a person is committed to an identity, the greater the level of identity salience (Stryker, 1980), measured by what it costs to lose important relationships to
others if that identity were closed (Stryker and Burke, 2000).
Overall, ongoing ‘identity work’, indeed ‘conscious identity work’, will include
not only forming, but also maintaining upkeep through repairs and revisions
(Svengingsson and Alvesson, 2003: 1165). The development of narrative has been
presented as a tool for identity construction (Ibarra and Barbulescu, 2010). The
approach views identity as ‘the internalized and evolving story that results from a
person’s selective appropriate of past, present, and future’ (McAdams, 1999: 486,
in Ibarra and Barbulescu, 2010: 135). As such, narratives are the means of capturing self-schemas and meanings associated with individuals as they interact with
others.

Entrepreneurial identity
In one of the earliest specific works on entrepreneurial identity, Stanworth and
Curran (1976) explicitly drew forth the difference between their analysis of entrepreneurial roles as related to self-definition and the ubiquitous earlier perspective
of an indelible personality type in place before the undertaking of any entrepreneurial roles. Instead, Stanworth and Curran acknowledge the contribution of
social aspects in building the identity, and posit three latent social identities as role
components: artisan, classical entrepreneur and the manager. Since then a variety
of different types of entrepreneurial identities and typologies have been proposed
in the entrepreneurship literature (Woo et al., 1991; Westhead and Wright, 1998;
Vesalainen and Pihkala, 2000; Fauchart and Gruber, 2011), along with a variety of
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definitions for the overarching entrepreneurial identity (for a summary see Crosina,
Chapter 5 in this volume).
This body of research has grown significantly and has evolved from the idea of
typologies and the investigation of stereotypes to a deeper, and also broader, study
of entrepreneurial identity, including the contribution of discourse and narrative
as a methodology (Fletcher, 2007; Foss, 2004; Johansson, 2004; Warren, 2004;
Downing, 2005; Berglund, 2008; Down and Warren, 2008; Phillips et al., 2013), passion (Cardon et al., 2009; Chen et al., 2009; Murnieks et al., 2014) and persistence
(Hoang and Gimeno, 2010), industry (Vesala et al., 2007; Lindgren and Packendorff,
2008; Jain et al., 2009), family business (Shepherd and Haynie, 2009; Watson, 2009),
type of company (Miller et al., 2011) and geographic region and/or culture (Erogul
and McCrohan, 2008; Farmer and Kung-Mcintyre, 2008; Kikooma, 2011; Gill and
Larson, 2014). Two more recent compelling paths have included the pursuit of
understanding any potential differences related to identities within a defined arena
of social entrepreneurship (Light, 2005; Jones et al., 2008), and the role of entrepreneurship education in shaping entrepreneurial identities (Edwards and Muir,
2012; Vanevenhoven and Liguori, 2013; Hytti and Heinonen, 2013; Donnellon et
al., 2014).
In looking across the existing research in entrepreneurial identity, we see that there
are connections to organizational identity in three ways: distinctiveness, or what is
meant by a specifically entrepreneurial identity; centrality, which we connect with
salience; and endurance, which we connect with construction and/or durability
(Kreiner et al., 2015).
The idea that entrepreneurs are somehow distinct and different represents a central theme in the entrepreneurship literature (e.g., Baker and Nelson, 2005), and
to identify oneself as an entrepreneur provides individuals with the opportunity
to satisfy their need for distinctiveness, while recognizing a potential imbalance
with a need for belonging (Shepherd and Haynie, 2009; Tajfel and Turner, 1986;
Turner, 1985). In much of the work related to identity, this is generally ascribed
to be through membership in an organization, one which provides an identity that
is intended to have positive effects for both the individual and the organization
(Brown, 1969; Hall et al., 1970; Lee, 1971, in Ashforth and Mael, 1989: 20). We posit
that the business organization itself is of interest in a quite different way to those
acting as entrepreneurs, especially those in the process of creating an organization.
Not only may the organization not yet exist, but also other groups potentially
contributing to the work identity, such as ‘work group, department, union, lunch
group, age cohort, fast-track group, and so on’ (Ashforth and Mael, 1989: 22), also
either do not exist or at best are emerging. Further, the entrepreneur is often in the
process of creating the new organization, and therefore simultaneously creating a
role identity as the entrepreneur, and the organizational identity, which is often
manifested in the culture of the emerging venture (Gartner and Brush, 2007). More
specifically, the entrepreneurs rely on their tacit knowledge, experience and social
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contacts to build the systems, boundaries and overall identity of the emerging
organization. In this process the entrepreneur may actually try on different identities, as the organizational and entrepreneurial identities are shaped simultaneously.
Distinctiveness must be considered not only in differentiating between an entrepreneurial identity and another work identity, but also within types or approaches to
entrepreneurship. For instance, an entrepreneur opening a food truck business may
theoretically hold a different entrepreneurial identity than one pursuing venture
capital for a technology venture. These differences may be predicated on a number
of bases, including motivation and previous experience, role models, funding needs
and sources, team structure, common obstacles, networks, and definitions of successful outcomes.
The issue of centrality is also critical, raising the question of the saliency of the
entrepreneurial identity in the personal identity hierarchy. This question will be
particularly relevant as we later move into the question of women’s entrepreneurial
identity (Kreiner et al., 2015). Recognizing that there is not an entrepreneurial
identity (Stanworth and Curran, 1976), we are intrigued by the situation of the
entrepreneurial identity as one of the multiple and overlapping identities that make
up any person, as well as the effect of social interactions in that process (Meister et
al., 2014). Like Meister et al. (2014), we are especially intrigued by the saliency question, including the movement from affirmation or self-acceptance to validation (the
need for others to recognize that identity).
And finally, we consider the construction, adoption and endurance of an entrepreneurial identity, looked at from a diachronic perspective of how the identity
changes over time. Some will adopt the identity of entrepreneur from the moment
they have a concept, while some may not consider themselves entrepreneurs until
others suggest that they are becoming entrepreneurs, and they therefore may then
adopt the identity. But how durable is the identity? In other words, when does a
person gain an entrepreneurial identity, how does it last, and how or when might
a person stop identifying as an entrepreneur? While the category of nascent entrepreneur has been established (Shaver et al., 2001), the question of when one might
no longer be ‘an entrepreneur’ remains.
Drawing from the career development literature, as an individual engages in
activities to start and launch a venture, their identity is somewhat malleable and
impressionable. But as they gain experience that solidifies their self-concept as
an entrepreneur, their identity develops and the narrative becomes more focused
and clarified (Carlsen, 2006; Hall, 2002). Again, much of this depends on the selfidentification of the roles that must be filled depending on the perception of being
entrepreneurial.
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Identity and aspirations, behavior and confidence
Identity and aspirations
Our use of aspirations follows Farmer et al.’s (2011: 245) description as ‘longings,
aims, or ambitions’, while we posit that ‘aspiration’ is actually an underdefined and
under-researched concept throughout entrepreneurship. Two exceptions exist: the
aspiration to start a business, which can be seen as the assumption of the identity
of an entrepreneur (Farmer et al., 2011); and aspirations for a high-growth venture
(Cassar, 2007). What is needed is a more articulated approach to investigating and/
or describing what an individual really wants to accomplish through their entrepreneurial behaviors. Currently, specificity about the overall value desired to be
created through the behaviors generally remains largely amorphous.
The question of aspirations is one that is also too often missed in economic development programs. Policy approaches generally adopt ‘three stylized facts’ (Hessels
et al., 2008):
1.
2.
3.

The entrepreneur (as business owner) enhances economic growth (Carree and
Thurik, 2003).
‘[H]i-growth firms contribute more to economic growth than small, new
firms’ (Hessels et al., 2008).
There is currently little research on growth aspirations within the diversity of
entrepreneurs.

We also question the assumption from an economic development perspective that
business growth is always good and desirable.
In fact, the use of the term ‘aspiration’ itself is in question. While the term ‘aspiration’ is occasionally used interchangeably with ‘goal’, ‘growth ambitions’ (Krueger
and Carsrud, 1993) or ‘objective’, as a cognitive measure it can also be seen as
having possible ties to entrepreneurial motivation, achievement motivation, as well
as Ajzen’s (1991) theory of planned behavior (Krueger and Carsrud, 1993). Simply
put, aspirations relate to what you want to accomplish; motivations put forth why
you want to accomplish something. We also differentiate between aspirations
(what you want to happen) and expectations (what you think is going to happen)
(Manolova et al., 2012; Hessels et al., 2008).
The stage of business creation and development does play a role in the relationship between identity and entrepreneurial aspirations. At the nascent stage, the
desired entrepreneurial identity (possible self) serving as the foundation for the
work identity can be seen to guide both thoughts and behaviors (Cross and Markus,
1994; Markus and Nurius, 1986; Farmer et al., 2011). The identity aspired to as
an entrepreneur would depend on the individuals’ perspectives on the definition
and required roles of an entrepreneur. One way to consider this is to look at the
relationship between business accomplishments and entrepreneurial self-image
(Verheul et al., 2005). (These authors also added a consideration of gender which
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Table 1.1

Typology of entrepreneurial identities

Name/type

Entrepreneurial activity

Starter
Acquirer
Runner
Take-off artist
Turnaround artist
Innovator
Champion
Intrepreneur
Industry captain
Mumpreneur

Enters an independent business by creating a new one
Enters an independent business by acquiring an ongoing concern
Manages a small to medium-sized business beyond start-up
Steers a company into a high-growth trajectory
Saves a failing company
Makes something new happen that is not a company
Supports an innovator
Takes initiative for business unit creation inside an established business
Runs a big business
A woman running a business and caring for children simultaneously, balancing work and life
An entrepreneur with innovative solutions to society’s most pressing
problems

Social entrepreneur

Source:

Adapted from K.H. Vesper, in Verheul et al. (2005), Neck et al. (2009), Nel et al. (2010).

will be reviewed in the next section of this chapter.) We added to these authors’ use
of Vesper’s (1999) entrepreneurial typology to include additional potential entrepreneurial identities which may impact aspirations, and vice versa. Table 1.1 summarizes a typology of entrepreneurial identities.
One helpful exception is seen in the work of Kolvereid (1992), where he recognizes
that ‘most firms are born small and stay small’ and finds only a weak relationship
between motives to start the business and growth aspirations. Patterns in his findings suggest that ‘entrepreneurs with no growth aspirations have a tendency to
be driven by independence and opportunism, entrepreneurs with revenue growth
aspirations by welfare and tax considerations, and entrepreneurs with both revenue
and employment growth aspirations by their achievement motive’. However, he
declares these findings to be weak, concluding that overall aspirations are not found
to be significantly affected by ‘experience, sex, location, or firm size by employee’.
Other work finds that nascent entrepreneurs will be motivated to grow if they
believe that the efforts expended will lead to the outcome they seek (Douglas and
Shepherd, 2000; Krueger and Carsrud, 1993). Growth is a choice, even though it is
often a measure of firm success (Delmar et al., 2003).

Identity and behavior
Identity is at the root of drivers of behavior (Stryker and Burke, 2000). The personal search for identity can then be considered as a ‘family of existential motives’
including searches for such fundamental things such as ‘meaning, connectedness,
empowerment, and even immortality’ (e.g., Denhardt, 1987; Fox, 1980; Katz and
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Kahn, 1978; all in Ashforth and Mael, 1989: 22). They define situations by providing
an increased sensitivity and receptiveness for behavior cues, therefore providing
guidance on how to act (Stryker and Burke, 2000). They can be motivational and
aspirational as to their desired identity for the future; identity can serve to support,
or debilitate feelings of authenticity, especially in times of transition (Ibarra and
Barbulescu, 2010).
Mead (1934, in Stryker and Burke, 2000) situates the study of identity as creating
a framework to analyze sociological and social psychological issues, providing a
conceptual pathway from identity to behavior. Later, Burke and Reitzes (1981) concluded that the link between identity and behavior was a sense of shared meanings,
with Stryker and Burke (2000) eventually proposing an identity theory model: (1)
recognizing the identity standard as a ‘set of culturally prescribed meanings which
are held by the individual to define the role identity in a particular situation’ (ibid.:
287), in other words, what is expected, or what should be; (2) taking the perception of meanings in a situation and matching them to the meanings in the identity
standard for that situation; (3) acknowledging the mechanisms that provide the
comparison between the standard and the perception of the existing; and then (4)
concluding with the differences that prompt behaviors to address the differences
between the two (Stryker and Burke, 2000).
One of the challenges in holding multiple identities is to recognize that different situations contextually activate different behaviors, as different identities are
invoked in different situations (Stryker and Burke, 2000). Which identity takes
precedence in determining behavior? Backing up from there, each of us has an
internal salience hierarchy which determines which identity takes precedence, as
well as precedence in which situation. A particular situation may cause a specific
identity to be evoked (Stryker and Burke, 2000).
And then there is the question of identity symmetry, essentially the difference
between the actual and the perceived identity. Meister et al. (2014) report that there
is actually little research on any positive effects of identity symmetry. However, as
lack of that perceived validity can potentially lead to a lack of confidence, including
self-questioning, and uncertainty regarding behaviors (Meister et al., 2014), lack of
symmetry (internal and external identity alignment) may exacerbate relationship
issues, particularly at work.

Identity and confidence
Within the field of entrepreneurship, confidence (self-assurance stemming from
one’s trust in one’s own abilities) is most often investigated as self-efficacy, ‘the
conviction that one can successfully execute the behavior required to produce the
outcomes’ (Bandura, 1977: 193). In Bandura’s early specification of this concept,
self-efficacy expectations mediate between the person and the behavior, while outcome expectations act between behavior and outcomes (expectation that a specific
behavior will lead to certain outcomes) (Bandura, 1977, 1982). As such, self-efficacy
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has the potential to affect both the start and the persistence of a particular behavior
(Bandura, 1977).
Over the course of Bandura’s work in this area he suggests several relevant components to the theory. First, the dimensions of self-efficacy include magnitude (simple
to difficult), generality (circumscribed to more general), and strength (weak to
strong) (Bandura, 1977), emphasizing that an assessment of these dimensions must
match the precision of the measurement of the efficacy. Second, the four major
sources of efficacy information, or the ways one obtains information about one’s
own capability, are performance accomplishments, vicarious experience, verbal
persuasion and emotional arousal (Bandura, 1977). Third, enhanced self-efficacy
may be transferable to substantially different activities; however, the most predictable transfers are to more similar activities (Bandura, 1977; Bandura et al., 1969).
And finally, one of Bandura’s more recent yet less-discussed works includes the
consideration of an agentic perspective: ‘To be an agent is to influence intentionally
one’s functioning and life circumstances’ (Bandura, 2006: 164).
Self-efficacy primarily entered the field of entrepreneurship through career preference, conceptually interpreted as an interest in becoming an entrepreneur (Scherer
et al., 1989; Krueger and Carsrud, 1993; Krueger and Brazeal, 1994), and evolving
into consideration of other types of entrepreneurial behaviors (Boyd and Vozikis,
1994; Krueger and Dickson, 1994). The first empirical study of entrepreneurial selfefficacy (Chen et al., 1998) has been followed by a variety of others to further distinguish the task domains (DeNoble et al., 1999; Kickul and D’Intino, 2005; McGee
et al., 2009). And a variety of methodological approaches have been used to study
self-efficacy differences in numerous areas, with examples including behaviors
(Cassar and Friedman, 2009; Smith and Woodworth, 2012; Tumasian and Braun,
2012), country and/or culture (Jung et al., 2001; Urban, 2006; Naktiyok et al., 2010),
entrepreneurial education (Peterman and Kennedy, 2003; Karlsson and Moberg,
2013; Piperopoulos and Dimov, 2015) and family business (Carr and Sequeira,
2007; DeNoble et al., 2007). Gender, of course, has also been an important part of
self-efficacy studies, and this will be included in the next section of this chapter.

Women’s entrepreneurial identity (why it is different for women)
‘A central premise of SIT is that people identify with groups that contribute to a
positive sense of self, such as high-status or high-power groups (Ellemers, 1993;
Haslam et al., 2000)’ (Justo et al., Chapter 3 in this volume). The perception of
entrepreneurs as traditionally men, independent and risk-takers is mostly a myth,
which is perpetuated by the media, our teaching cases, classroom materials, and
in general conversation (Bird and Brush, 2002). This role stereotype may fit some
entrepreneurs, but not all. Traditional entrepreneurs are thought of in the ideal
as those who brilliantly conceive of a new technology innovation, capture a giant
market, take a company public and make millions of dollars. These entrepreneurs
are financially motivated, take big risks, have networks that are male-dominated,
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and start businesses in traditional product and market sectors, hoping to generate
jobs and personal wealth (Kirzner, 1973; Schumpeter, 1935; Delmar et al., 2003;
Aldrich et al., 1989; Fairlie and Robb, 2009; Shane and Venkataraman, 2000).
These stereotypes of entrepreneurs being male refer to the traits and behaviors
that are culturally deemed appropriate for men and women, and whether these
relate to the individual’s role or occupation (Heilman, 2001; Meuhlenhard and
Peterson, 2011). For example, jobs can become stereotyped as masculine or feminine (Heilman, 1983), and therefore success in these gendered occupations is then
believed to require correspondingly stereotypical characteristics (Heilman, 1997).
Stereotypical characteristics are quite common as they pertain to dichotomous, visible behaviors typically labelled as ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ (Gupta and Turban,
2012).
Because of stereotypical beliefs about entrepreneurs as being male/masculine,
women entrepreneurs may face competing social identities. Theory suggests that
when an individual faces a competing social identity, they will use cultural associations of status-worthiness and competence as cues for self-definition. Thus, given
positive associations with masculine entrepreneurial attributes and negative, or at
best neutral associations with feminine entrepreneurial attributes (Ahl, 2006; Bruni
et al., 2004), entrepreneurs more often identify with masculine characteristics.
‘Because of this, and due to the higher status attached to masculine entrepreneurial
values, we expect women entrepreneurs to report masculine values, that is, ones
that are similar to those of their male counterparts’ (Justo et al., Chapter 3 in this
volume).
The same is true for aspirations. The very practice of pursuing high-growth
entrepreneurship ‒ with its aggressive funding goals and interest in pursuing
venture capital funding ‒ has been consistently considered a masculine behavior
(Gupta et al., 2009; Gupta and Turban, 2012). Gupta et al. (2009) found that most
entrepreneurs, and in particular those who created high-performing, high-growth
ventures, are perceived as more stereotypically masculine than feminine.
On the one hand, several scholars have highlighted the importance of women’s
non-monetary expectations from the business as a key to understand gender differences in business ownership patterns (e.g., MacNabb et al., 1993; Buttner and
Moore, 1997; Fenwick and Hutton, 2000; Walker and Brown, 2004). Others, however, have found little gender-based variance in values and attitudes toward success
(e.g., Catley and Hamilton, 1998; Kalleberg and Leicht, 1991; Shane et al., 1991).
Either way, the general social expectation that entrepreneurs should hold high aspirations for growth may create internal identity conflict for women entrepreneurs
who may wish to grow more steadily, slowly, or not at all. In fact, one study of nascent entrepreneurs finds that growth aspirations for men were motivated only by
financial success, while women were motivated by status or role, financial success
and self-realization (Manolova et al., 2012).
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The general masculinization of the social role of entrepreneurs also influences
expectations for behavior. In most Western societies, masculine behaviors are
commonly associated with assertiveness and dominance, while feminine behaviors
are connected with warmth and emotional expressiveness (Eagly, 1987). Achieving
success as an entrepreneur has also been traditionally associated with masculinity
(Bird and Brush, 2002; Collins and Moore, 1964; Hisrich and Brush, 1984; Gupta et
al., 2009; Gupta and Turban, 2012; Schein, 1975), as successful entrepreneurs have
been described as bold, aggressive risk-takers; behaviors that are typically associated with masculinity (Baughn et al., 2006; Gupta and Turban, 2012). Conversely,
femininity has not been associated with ‘successful’ entrepreneurs (Bird and Brush,
2002; Ridgeway, 2001; Rudman and Glick, 2001). Entrepreneurs who exhibit more
femininity may not be considered to have the level of competency required for
business growth and success (Bird et al., 2012; Cejka and Eagly, 1999). By behaving in a feminine manner, entrepreneurs are likely to perpetuate the perception
of societal myths regarding the incompatibility between femininity and venture
success.
Not only do masculine stereotypes and identity influence aspirations and behaviors, but these also have an impact on confidence. To be an entrepreneur, one
has to believe one has the necessary skills and capabilities to pursue a particular
career generally, or to be an entrepreneur (Bandura, 1989; Chen et al., 1998). More
specifically, individuals with high entrepreneurial self-efficacy have higher entrepreneurial intentions (Chen et al., 1998; Krueger et al., 2000). Career literature
shows that, not surprisingly, women have lower self-efficacy in careers perceived
as ‘non-traditional’, and that societal expectations for women in a particular career
shape their self-confidence (Eddleston et al., 2006). As a consequence, women
entrepreneurs may have less self-efficacy in performing entrepreneurial tasks such
as creating and growing a business, or more specifically, in building a team, seeking
resources or interacting with stakeholders (Mueller and Dato-On, 2008).
The next section presents an overview of the chapters in this volume in Part I:
Aspirations, Part II: Behaviors and Part III: Confidence.

Part I: Women entrepreneurs, identity and aspirations
The chapters in Part I explore the relationship between women’s entrepreneurial
identity and aspirations. Identity theory posits that an individual’s personal identity
is linked to motivations, goals and aspirations. In other words, how a person selfidentifies, and sees themselves, can motivate them to aspire to a different or new
identity.
Chapter 2, ‘Developing entrepreneurial identity among start-ups’ female founders
in high-tech: policy implications from the Chilean case’, studies the intersection of
various categories of identity by focusing on a particular industry: women entrepreneurs in technology. As such, the authors Katherina Kuschel and Juan-Pablo Labra
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touch on issues related to personal, social and work identities. Building on a relatively thin thread in the entrepreneurship literature, the authors use a social identity framework to investigate identity construction, focusing first on identifying and
examining elements that contribute to women building an entrepreneurial identity,
and subsequently sharing conclusions on the constraints and obstacles faced during
this process. This is a qualitative study, based upon the ubiquitous Berglund (2008)
approach in search of theory development. One of the notable questions addressed
in this chapter concerns a woman’s degree of agency to contribute to the construction of her entrepreneurial identity, particularly within specific social contexts, in
this case from an industry perspective, the entrepreneurial ecosystem supporting
technological ventures, and geographically: Latin America (largely Chile).
In Chapter 3, ‘Perception of success of men and women entrepreneurs: a social
identity approach’, Rachida Justo, Cristina Cruz and Julio De Castro build from a
post-structural feminist view to apply social identity theory (SIT) to explore their
contention that for women entrepreneurs, parenthood (especially the presence of
dependent children) is a powerful driver of change in an entrepreneur’s perceptions
of success. The authors’ proposition is that the effects of parenthood are stronger
for women than for men. One aspect of aspirations that demands more research
is the relationship of aspirations to existing measures of entrepreneurial success.
This chapter makes four main contributions to the entrepreneurship literature.
First, it more firmly connects SIT inside the field of entrepreneurship. Second, it
looks at the effect of the work‒family interface on shifts in perceptions and values.
Third, it expands the measures of entrepreneurial success to include non-monetary
measures of success. And fourth, it further disentangles within-gender differences
regarding business aspirations in order to better understand the heterogeneity
amongst women entrepreneurs.
‘Aspirations of women entrepreneurs in poverty: the livelihood entrepreneur’, by
Smita Trivedi, is Chapter 4. This, our final chapter related to identity and aspirations, presents the consideration of aspirations as quite relative, and unleashes
it from any stereotypical assumptions regarding an innate connection between
aspirations and opportunity-based entrepreneurship. Trivedi grounds her work
in her interest in poverty alleviation to propose a new definition, ‘livelihood entrepreneurship’. As such, Trivedi places this concept on a continuum between the
concepts of social entrepreneurship and traditional entrepreneurship, recognizing that ‘An entrepreneur must first meet her family’s basic needs before she can
dream about expanding or helping others’. In this chapter, poverty is presented as
a multidimensional construct presenting itself as part of economic uncertainty.
Further, Trivedi places the concept of community-based enterprise (CBE) as a
pathway to sustainable local development (Peredo and Chrisman, 2006), while recognizing the need for a more individual level of analysis and therefore proposing
‘livelihood entrepreneurs’.
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Part II: Women, entrepreneurial identity and behavior
The chapters in Part II connect and explore the relationship between women’s
social identity and behaviors. It is posited that identity, especially gender identity,
influences behaviors. More specifically:
Social identity theory (SIT) is utilized to examine when entrepreneurs are more likely
to act consistently with their gender-stereotypic role and when they are more likely to
adopt attitudes more congruent with traditional entrepreneurial archetypes. The central
assumption underlying social identity theory (Tajfel, 1974, 1978) is that while there are
elements of self-identity that are derived from individual traits and interpersonal relationships (personal identity), there are many social settings in which people do not act as
independent individuals. (Justo et al., Chapter 3 in this volume)

Part II begins with Chapter 5 by Eliana Crosina, ‘On becoming an entrepreneur:
unpacking entrepreneurial identity’. Following a brief review of literature on identity and then, more specifically, identity among women entrepreneurs, Crosina
compares entrepreneurial identity among professionals and entrepreneurs, then
highlights what might be unique or different for women. She notes that the current literature overlooks how entrepreneurial identity forms and evolves. However,
there is little consensus on what constitutes entrepreneurial identity, other than it
is flexible and requires active ‘work’. The chapter offers a framework for entrepreneurial identity construction and includes gender as a key aspect. She argues that
for women entrepreneurs, there is a need to gain legitimacy, and to be flexible or
‘juggle’ their identities based on their multiple roles. The chapter concludes with
suggested research directions.
The next chapter in Part II, Chapter 6 by Catherine Elliott and Barbara Orser,
‘Feminist entrepreneurial identity: reproducing gender through founder decisionmaking’, examines how feminist entrepreneurial identity is expressed through
founder decision-making. The authors examine how feminist entrepreneurial identity is expressed through entrepreneurial actions. Beginning with a review of literature that covers adult learning theory, they point out that being female may conflict
with one’s entrepreneurial self-image. To examine their research question, 15
self-identified ‘feminist entrepreneurs’ were recruited through Canadian Women’s
Enterprise Centers. They were interviewed in semi-structured phone calls, where
verbatim transcripts were analyzed using an interpretive inductive methodology.
Results showed that their feminist entrepreneurial identity was articulated through
their acquisition of human and financial resources, strategic compromises, market
positioning, governance structures, and relationships. The results yield insight into
the gendered nature of venture creation, and in particular, entrepreneurial identity.
The investigation yields a conceptual model and future research directions.
The final chapter in Part II, Chapter 7 by Richard Harrison and Claire Leitch,
‘Identity and identity work in constructing the woman entrepreneur’, examines
the organizational context and how the identity construction processes take place.
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Taking a feminist perspective, they ask what is the nature of the identity work
undertaken by women in the process of identity formation, identity activation and
resultant behavior in an entrepreneurial context. The authors use an ethnographic
case study of a female entrepreneur involved in the start-up and growth of her
family business. Data collection took place over 18 months and utilized a combination of observation, conversations, interviews and documentary materials. Three
overarching themes about identity and identity construction emerged, as well as
two others related to gender. The three overarching themes were identity representation, identity construction as an unconscious process, and the influence of life
history. For women in particular, the issue of attaining and gaining credibility and
issue of invisibility for women in family business were important findings.

Part III: Women, entrepreneurial identity and confidence
Part III explores the relationship between confidence (self-assurance stemming
from trust in one’s own abilities), most often studied as self-efficacy, and how this
influences the start and persistence of entrepreneurial behaviors (Bandura, 1977).
The general masculinization of the social role of the entrepreneur, and characterizations of abilities, influence expectations for behavior.
First is Chapter 8 by Malin Brännback, Shahrokh Nikou, Alan Carsrud and Diana
Hechavarria, entitled ‘Context, cognition and female entrepreneurial intentions: it
is all about perceived behavioral control’. The authors explore the concept of perceived behavioral control, which is a person’s subjective belief about their capacity to carry out a task. This subjective belief over the behavior, not the outcome,
is significantly influenced by the context of the entrepreneurial activity and the
self-efficacy of the individual. For their study, the authors explore family business
background and compare male and female entrepreneurs. The study of 2282 students, representing universities in eight countries, includes previously used reliable
measures. Their results show that family business does not influence the subjective
belief as to whether women think they will become entrepreneurs, but it does influence whether they think they will succeed in doing so. They find that perceived
behavioral control and self-efficacy are distinct concepts, and that their impact is
gendered.
The second chapter, Chapter 9 by Magdalena Markowska, ‘Motherhood as a springboard for women’s entrepreneurial action’, examines one form of entrepreneurial
identity, ‘mumpreneurs’, and considers the relationship between becoming entrepreneurial and motherhood. Following Bandura’s social learning theory, the author
posits that mastery experiences, such as giving birth and raising a child, will have
a positive effect on a woman’s confidence in general and on entrepreneurial selfefficacy in particular. Specifically, she explores whether or not skills and abilities in
child-raising are similar and transferable to entrepreneurial experience. For example, she argues that the budgeting, multi-tasking, persuasive and negotiation skills
required for being a mother are similar to those required to be an entrepreneur.
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This theoretical chapter offers a unique perspective ‒ motherhood as a resource ‒
which is somewhat contradictory to previous literature which considered motherhood as a cost, or a disadvantage for women starting and growing businesses (Allen
et al., 2007).
The third chapter in Part III is Chapter 10, ‘Kickstart or jumpstart? Understanding
women entrepreneurs’ crowdfunding performance’, by Smita Srivastava, Pyayt
Oo, Arvin Sahaym and Thomas Allison. The authors examine factors that influence women entrepreneurs’ seeking funds from crowdfunding lenders through
online platforms. They explore the relationship between social identity, passion,
self-efficacy and prior business knowledge as this relates to crowdfunding performance. Using data from Kickstarter, a large crowdfunding site, they selected a
random sample of female-led projects from three categories ‒ gaming, technology
and product design ‒ and analyzed the videos created by these entrepreneurs. Their
analysis of 197 projects shows that women entrepreneurs with high self-efficacy
will engender more support from potential backers through their strong self-belief.
Passion reflects preparedness and commitment, which also influences backers to
believe in the entrepreneur’s idea.

Conclusion
We began with a general discussion of the elements of identity, self-concept, social
identity and role identity, and how entrepreneurs construct or adopt their entrepreneurial identity during organizational emergence or move into a new organization.
We considered how entrepreneurial identity may be distinctive, central or salient,
or enduring depending on the context. We argued that entrepreneurial identity is
inherently tied to three other key concepts: aspirations, behaviors and confidence.
From this general background, we discussed how entrepreneurial identity is different for women, largely because of the historical male participation and association
with masculine characteristics and behaviors. Further, the fact that an estimated 90
percent of all research on entrepreneurship focuses on men suggests that much of
what we know about entrepreneurial identity is based on studies of men. Given this
foundation, we proposed that the linkages between entrepreneurial identity, and
aspirations, behaviors and confidence, will shed light on why women will create
and grow businesses, how they will grow businesses, and why women are selfassured in creating and growing their businesses.
Our call for papers set forth this premise and the authors included in this volume
provide new insights into women’s entrepreneurship. But at the same time, new
research questions are raised. The chapters examining entrepreneurial identity and
aspirations point out that women face contradictions depending on the expectations or norms in an industry, and therefore they may adopt provisional identities
(Kuschel and Labra, Chapter 2). In addition, parenthood is experienced differently,
which in turn influences personal values as these relate to entrepreneurship (Justo,
Cruz and De Castro, Chapter 3). Further, we learned that socio-economic context,
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or a drive for livelihood, also influences identity construction (Trivedi, Chapter 4).
Together, these suggest future research questions:
●

●
●

What is the nature of provisional identities ‒ how are they conceived? Are
they shaped to become enduring identities?
What are the contextual factors that influence provisional identities?
How does parenthood influence the construction of entrepreneurial identity?

The chapters exploring linkages between entrepreneurial identities and behavior show that women entrepreneurs are motivated to gain legitimacy (Crosina,
Chapter 5) and credibility (Harrison and Leitch, Chapter 7). Further, the masculine image of the entrepreneur influences identity construction and representation
(Harrison and Leitch, Chapter 7). On the other hand, Elliott and Orser (Chapter 6)
suggest that a feminist entrepreneurial identity is manifested by the behaviors of
an entrepreneur in acquiring resources and market positioning. These also suggest
future research questions:
●

●

●

Is there a relationship between legitimating or credibility-building behaviors
and endurance of entrepreneurial identity over time?
Is there also a relationship between identity validation (the need for others to
recognize the identity) and the degree to which the entrepreneur self-identifies with this role?
Do women adopting a feminist entrepreneurial identity benefit in resource
acquisition behaviors?

Finally, Part III of this book examines the relationship between entrepreneurial
identity and confidence. Resource acquisition, in the form of crowdfunding, was
significantly related to success in crowdfunding (Srivastava, Oo, Sahaym and
Allison, Chapter 10). Brännback, Nikou, Carsrud and Hechavarria (Chapter 8) find
gender differences in perceived behavioral control, and confidence in ability to
complete tasks associated with entrepreneurship. Markowska (Chapter 9) argues
that tasks or behaviors associated with entrepreneurial activity are similar to those
gained in child-rearing and motherhood, and should be considered as a resource.
Questions for future consideration related to these findings are:
●

●

●

Is there a difference between male and female entrepreneurs and their entrepreneurial self-efficacy in the venture creation process based on experience in
parenting or child-rearing tasks?
How is perceived behavioral control and self-efficacy similar and different for
entrepreneurs in other contexts (for instance, high-technology? Consumer
products?)
What are the educational and training interventions that would support the
development of higher levels of entrepreneurial self-efficacy?

While we believe that this volume answers some questions, others raised, like
those above, merit continued research, especially recognizing that the question
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of identity overlap at the individual and organizational levels potentially is more
salient for business owners than for those who work for organizations owned by
others. Continued investigation into entrepreneurial identity will provide us with
the knowledge to guide entrepreneurship education, policy recommendations and
the practice of entrepreneurship.
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